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Executive Summary

his summary outlines findings from the 
2019 Defense Advisory Committee on 

Women in the Services (DACOWITS) focus 
groups. DACOWITS collected qualitative and 
quantitative data during visits in April and May 
2019 to eight military installations representing 
all four DoD (U.S. Department of Defense) 
Service branches (Army, Navy, Marine Corps, 
Air Force). During these focus groups, which 
were held at Naval Submarine Base Kitsap, 
Naval Base Everett, Joint Base Elmendorf-
Richardson ς Army, Joint Base Elmendorf-
Richardson ς Air Force, Marine Corps Air Station 
Miramar, Marine Corps Air Station Yuma, Davis-
Monthan Air Force Base, and Fort Huachuca, 
the Committee addressed three topics:  

1. Conscious and unconscious gender bias 

2. Pregnancy and parenthood 

3. Physical fitness assessments 

Chapters 2ς4 discuss the findings from each 
topic, and chapter 5 provides the general focus 
group comments.  

Conscious and Unconscious Gender 
Bias  

What factors encouraged participants to join 
the military? 

Participants were encouraged to join the 
military by a variety of factors. Most commonly, 
participants reported interactions with family 
members who had previously served in the 
military as their source of encouragement for 
joining. Other factors included their interactions 
with recruiters, perceptions of career stability, 
financial compensation and college tuition 
benefits, national pride, and the opportunity to 
leave their hometowns.  

What factors discouraged participants from 
joining the military? 

Participants were discouraged from joining the 
military by a variety of factors. Most commonly, 
participants cited their families as the primary 
source of discouragement from joining the 
military, with participants in some groups being 
discouraged by family members with military 
experience and from joining specific branches 
of the military. Participants in some groups 
reported that physical fitness requirements, 
and the fear of failure and the unknown, 
discouraged them from joining.  

Participants also reported mixed opinions on 
whether men and women experienced similar 
forms of discouragement from joining. 
Participants in most groups reported that men 
and women experienced different forms of 
discouragement, with participants in nearly half 
of the groups reporting that women were more 
likely than men to be discouraged from joining 
by their families and that women faced greater 
societal discouragement than men from joining. 
However, participants in nearly half of the 
groups reported that men and women 
experienced similar forms of discouragement 
from joining for a variety of reasons.  

What factors influenced a participantȭs choice 
of occupational specialty? 

Participants in most groups reported being 
encouraged to pursue certain occupational 
specialties by a variety of factors. Most 
commonly, participants cited interactions with 
recruiters as a factor that encouraged them to 
pursue a specific occupational specialty, but 
participants in some groups also cited their 
perceptions of the working conditions 
associated with certain positions, interactions 
with family members, and the opportunity to 
learn job skills that were transferable to the 
civilian world.  

T 
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Participants in most groups also reported being 
discouraged from pursuing their desired 
occupational specialties. Most commonly, 
participants in half of the groups reported being 
discouraged by recruiters from the pursuit of 
their desired occupational specialties, and 
participants in some groups reported being 
discouraged if the desired occupational 
specialty did not align with the needs of the 
Service. Participants in most of the female 
groups also reported being discouraged from 
pursuing their desired occupational specialties 
because of their gender.  

Did participants believe male and female 
Service members were attracted to the same 
occupational specialties? 

Participants in most groups reported that male 
and female Service members could be attracted 
to the same occupational specialty, but 
participants in some groups suggested that 
some occupational specialties might be more 
attractive to certain genders and that Service 
members were more likely to be attracted to an 
occupational specialty because of personality 
rather than gender.  

Did participants believe gender bias existed in 
the recruitment process? 

Participants reported mixed perceptions on 
whether gender bias existed in the recruiting 
process. Participants from most groups 
reported that gender bias did exist in the 
recruiting process in a variety of ways, such as a 
lack of female recruiters or female-focused 
recruitment activities, and recruiters who 
encouraged male and female Service members 
to pursue different occupational specialties. 
Participants also provided mixed opinions on 
the presence of gender bias in Service 
recruitment materials and advertisements.  

Did participants believe gender bias existed in 
the military as a whole? 

Participants in nearly all groups reported that 
gender bias existed in the military in a variety of 
ways, including the perception that women 
received special treatment and the perception 
that women could not meet the physical 

requirements associated with some 
occupational specialties. Participants in all 
groups similarly reported that gender bias was 
more prominent in certain occupational 
specialties, including those that recently 
became available for women to pursue.  

Participants also reported mixed feelings about 
whether gender bias in the military affected 
mission readiness. Participants in some groups 
reported perceptions that women who become 
pregnant could be detrimental to mission 
readiness, and participants in half of the male 
ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇŜŜǊΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘǊǳǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ability of female Service members to perform 
their jobs could negatively impact mission 
readiness. However, participants in some 
groups reported that gender bias had no effect 
on mission readiness.  

What ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ 
to make language in Service manuals and 
documents gender neutral? 

Participants reported mixed feelings about 
changes to make language in Service manuals 
and documents gender neutral, with 
participants in most groups reporting negative 
reactions to these changes for a variety of 
reasons. Participants described gender-neutral 
language changes as a superficial solution to the 
issue of gender bias and stated the changes 
would draw more attention to the differences 
between men and women. In contrast, 
participants in most groups also reported 
positive reactions to these changes, and 
participants in some groups reported feeling 
indifferent about the changes. 

What ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 
impact of making job titles gender neutral 
with regard to recruitment and attracting 
women to positions historically perceived as 
male oriented? 

Participants reported mixed opinions on 
whether changes to make Service position titles 
gender neutral would affect recruitment. 
Participants in most groups reported that these 
changes would have an adverse effect on 
recruitment for a variety of reasons, including 
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by negatively affecting the tradition associated 
with each Service. Participants in half of the 
groups reported that these changes would 
positively affect recruitment or that they would 
have no effect on recruitment.  

Participants also reported mixed perceptions on 
whether changes to make Service position titles 
gender neutral would attract women to 
occupational specialties historically viewed as 
male oriented. Participants in most groups 
reported that gender-neutral position titles 
would have no impact on attracting women to 
these positions, and participants in some 
groups reported that these changes would have 
a positive impact. 

What ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÏÐÉÎÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 
response of Service leadership to the issue of 
gender bias? 

Participants reported mixed feelings on 
whether Service leadership was doing enough 
to address gender bias. Most commonly, 
participants reported that Service leadership 
was working to address gender bias, with 
participants in some groups reporting that 
gender bias was an issue localized to units 
rather than the entire Service, and that unit 
leadership had made an effort to address 
gender bias. However, participants in some 
groups reported that Service leadership was not 
doing enough to address gender bias.  

Participants also reported mixed opinions on 
the trainings and initiatives implemented by 
their Services to address gender bias. Most 
commonly, participants in most groups 
reported that the Equal Opportunity program 
was the primary source of training for 
addressing issues related to gender bias, but 
participants from some groups noted that 
gender bias was not addressed through any 
Service trainings or initiatives.  

What ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÒÅÃÏÍÍÅÎÄÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ 
how Service or unit leadership could address 
gender bias? 

Participants in some groups recommended 
implementing a gender-neutral physical fitness 

standard, whereas participants in some groups 
recommended fostering a unit environment 
where Service members felt comfortable 
addressing gender related issues. A variety of 
other recommendations were mentioned by 
participants in a few groups, including 
increasing the number of female drill 
instructors, reducing the number of trainings 
required of Service members, and focusing 
efforts on addressing gender bias in 
occupational specialties recently opened to 
women.  

Pregnancy and Parenthood 

What challenges did participants face with 
career and family planning?  

Female participants were more likely than male 
participants to find it somewhat or very difficult 
for members of their Services to have a family 
and continue to advance their careers in the 
military. Although many participants from all 
demographic groups felt that having a family 
ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ was 
somewhat or very difficult, women were more 
likely than men, and enlisted personnel and 
junior officers were more likely than senior 
officers, to feel this way.  

What experiences do servicewomen have 
surrounding pregnancy?  

Male and female participants described a range 
of challenges that servicewomen could face 
both during and after pregnancy. Participants in 
most groups felt that pregnant servicewomen 
were stigmatized and that pregnancy had a 
negative effect on the unit. However, some 
groups reported pregnancy did not have a 
substantial impact on their units because of the 
less demanding physical requirements of their 
day-to-day occupational specialty work. 
Participants also described difficulties 
associated with Service member confusion 
about pregnancy-related policies and medical 
challenges women could experience while 
working in military environments. Another 
challenge participants raised was the negative 
ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ƻƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ 
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progression in the military. Participants 
identified a range of military policies and 
support resources available to pregnant 
servicewomen.  

How available, affordable, and functional were 
maternity uniforms?  

Participants had mixed feelings on the 
availability of maternity uniforms in their 
Services. In most groups, participants reported 
that maternity uniforms were readily available 
for pregnant and postpartum servicewomen. 
However, some groups identified challenges 
with the availability of maternity uniforms, 
particularly in overseas locations or with finding 
the correct size. Participants reported a range 
of sources from which servicewomen obtain or 
borrow maternity uniforms. The expense of 
maternity uniforms was the greatest challenge 
identified by participants. Half the participants 
felt that maternity uniforms were not flattering 
to servicewomen, and participants 
recommended improving the comfort and 
utility of these uniforms by adding pockets, 
making the waistband more comfortable, and 
increasing their adjustability.  

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÐÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ 
breastfeeding and lactation support in their 
respective Services? 

DACOWITS found that the majority of 
participants had known someone who had 
breastfed or expressed milk while at work. 
When asked about policies and resources for 
breastfeeding servicewomen, participants in all 
groups confirmed there were policies that 
required a designated lactation room. However, 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 
quality of designated lactation spaces varied. 
Reported challenges for breastfeeding 
servicewomen included a lack of designated 
lactation rooms, stigma for needing time to 
express milk while at work, and issues being 
able to find time to express milk at work. 
Participants recommended more lactation 
rooms, increased policy education, and efforts 
to reduce the stigma associated with 
breastfeeding.  

How, if at all, did postdeployment family 
reintegration experiences differ by gender?  

Although the majority of participants reported 
knowing someone who had deployed as a 
parent, male participants were more likely than 
female participants to have had the experience 
of deploying as a parent. Participants identified 
two common challenges for parents returning 
from deployment: the emotional challenges of 
reintegration, and the difficult reconnection 
process with their children. Participants 
identified a number of current military and 
civilian resources that supported Service 
members during the postdeployment 
reintegration process. Participants shared 
mixed opinions on whether military mothers 
and military fathers faced different experiences 
in the postdeployment reintegration period and 
also held mixed opinions on whether there 
should be separate family reintegration 
resources for male and female military parents. 
Finally, participants provided recommendations 
on how the Services could better support 
military parents during the postdeployment 
reintegration period.  

How aware were participants about military 
child care options?  

When asked about child care options for Service 
members, participants reported a range of 
military and civilian child care arrangements. 
Participant perceptions of different child care 
options varied. When asked about their 
recognition of militarychildcare.com, the 
gateway website for DoD child care options, 
only 2 out of 10 participants affirmed they had 
heard of this website. Of those who had visited 
militarychildcare.com, perceptions on the ease 
and functionality of the website were mixed. 
Participants suggested several ways the military 
could better support Service members in need 
of child care, primarily with offering more 
flexible child care options within the military 
child care system and reducing the long 
waitlists on installations.  
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Physical Fitness Assessments 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ understanding and 
experience with the physical fitness 
assessment (PFA)? 

Participants reported a range of frequency in 
how often they took the PFA. Participants in 
some groups indicated they took the test twice 
a year, once a year, or that the frequency 
depended ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŜƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ 
Participants said that medical exemptions could 
result from injury, pregnancy, or being a 
postpartum mother. Participants in most groups 
described similar components for the PFAs for 
their respective Services but noted there were 
test-scoring differences for men and women. 
Participants in most groups reported that the 
PFA included cardiovascular (e.g., running); 
strength (e.g., pushups or pullups); and core 
(e.g., situps) components. Participants in at 
least half of the groups noted there was an 
alternative cardiovascular activity (e.g., 
swimming, bicycling, or walking) for Service 
members who were medically exempt. 
Participants in the majority of groups reported 
that the scoring parameters for the PFA varied 
by gender. 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ perceptions of the 
impact of the PFA? 

Participants indicated that scoring poorly on the 
PFA could have a ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ 
career such as enrollment in a fitness 
improvement program, administrative action, 
impact on promotion potential, and being 
discharged from the Service. When asked 
whether ǘƘŜƛǊ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎΩ tC!s affected men and 
women differently, participants in the majority 
of groups reported no difference in the impact 
of the PFA by gender. 

How did participants interpret the purposes of 
the PFA and the Occupational Standards 
Assessment (OSA)? 

When asked about the purpose of the PFA, 
most participants indicated that it was to 
ensure mission readiness. Participants in some 

groups perceived the purpose of the PFA was to 
ensure Service members were living a healthy 
lifestyle. When asked about the difference 
between the PFA and the OSA, participants 
most commonly noted that the PFA was a 
general assessment and that the OSA was 
occupation specific. 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the PFA? 

When asked whether the PFA effectively 
measured Service membersΩ health and 
whether this effectiveness varied for men and 
women, participants reported mixed opinions. 
For example, participants noted that the PFA 
did not effectively measure or adjust scores for 
the varying body types of Service members and 
did not identify or measure a wide spectrum of 
health and wellness outcomes. In contrast, 
participants in some groups reported that the 
PFA properly measured health. Despite varying 
opinions on whether the PFA was an accurate 
measure of health, participants in most groups 
agreed that the physical fitness test was equally 
ineffective for men and women.  

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ experiences training 
and preparing for the PFA? 

The majority of participants noted they trained 
for the PFA three to five times per month or 
that group physical fitness training was 
optional. In approximately half of the groups, 
participants noted they trained for the PFA 
through unit-led workouts and individual 
training sessions. Of note, participants in some 
groups reported that command-led physical 
training had a positive impact on unit morale.  

Participants had mixed opinions on whether 
men and women should train in the same 
manner for the PFA. Participants in 
approximately half of the groups suggested that 
men and women should not train differently. 
Participants in many groups suggested that test 
takers should train based on their individual 
needs.  
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7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ experiences with 
resources to improve their wellness and 
fitness? 

When asked how Service members trained for 
the PFA and what resources were available to 
support them in these efforts, participants 
listed fitness facilities, fitness trainers, 
nutritionists, and nutritional classes. 
Participants revealed that the availability and 
effectiveness of fitness trainers and nutrition 
classes varied from installation to installation. 
Participants in some groups reported that 
physical fitness leaders were not available for 
consultation or were not properly trained to 
serve as effective resources for those who 
needed to improve their PFA scores. Similarly, 
although participants in some groups reported 
that nutritionists were available, there was a 
wide spectrum of opinions surrounding 
nutritionistsΩ helpfulness. 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ 
improving overall wellness and fitness? 

When asked which additional or improved 
resources Service members desired to have to 
prepare for the PFA or improve their general 
health and nutrition, participants in many 
groups suggested providing additional nutrition-
related resources, increasing access to fitness 
facilities, providing healthier food options on 
installations, and increasing promotion of 
currently available health and wellness 
resources. To better support Service membersΩ 
wellness and fitness, participants suggested the 
Services improve the design of their respective 
PFAs, incorporate broader measures of health 
and wellness into the PFA, implement an 
objective standard for the PFA, adjust scoring of 
the PFA for different body types, increase 
accessibility of physical fitness leaders, provide 
more funding for conditioning programs, 
provide physical therapists to prevent PFA-
related injuries, and design the PFA to better 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ a job. 

General Comments 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅÓ ÏÎ 
gender integration? 

When asked how well they thought the gender 
integration process was going, in general, 
participants supported integration but cited a 
perception about the lowering of standards in 
newly integrated units or positions and 
emphasized the importance of ensuring women 
were able to meet the job requirements. Some 
participants saw the status of the initiative as 
positive, and their comments tended to mirror 
those from previous DACOWITS studies. 
Although some thought the process was going 
well, participants in some groups also 
mentioned obstacles to gender integration and 
cited challenges with gender-based 
discrimination. Finally, participants from some 
groups described challenges with a lack of 
female role models. 

What challenges for women in the military did 
participants report? 

The most commonly cited challenge for women 
in the military was gender-based discrimination. 
Participants in most groups reported 
experiencing prejudice or stereotyping based on 
their gender, including a perception that 
women were unequal to men, resulting in 
servicewomen working harder than men to 
prove themselves, and a male-centric culture 
that placed a higher value on male voices. 
Participants in most groups also shared 
challenges related to pregnancy and 
childrearing, including stigma surrounding 
pregnancy and childrearing and additional 
difficulty women faced navigating their careers 
when planning to start a family or after 
becoming a caregiver. Participants in 
approximately half of the groups cited 
challenges striking a healthy professional and 
personal life balance. 



 

Insight  2019 Focus Group Report: Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) vii 

7ÈÁÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÐÁÒÔÉÃÉÐÁÎÔÓȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 
Secretary of Defense? 

When asked what suggestions they would make 
to the Secretary of Defense, participants 
offered recommendations on a variety of topics. 
The most common suggestions were related to 
family support: increase the capacity of DoD 
child care centers, improve expectations for 
family care plans, increase the access to and 
knowledge of sabbaticals and other alternative 
career paths, and lengthen caregiver leave.  

Participants from some groups made 
recommendations for improving the current 
physical fitness assessments in general and 
ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŜ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ Ǉƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ gender- and age-
neutral physical fitness assessment more 
specifically.  

Suggested modifications to the PFA included 
implementing universal physical fitness 
standards and occupational standards, and 
changing the current female height-weight 
standards and the associated procedures used 
to ensure Service members meet the physical 
standards όƛΦŜΦΣ ǘƘŜ άǘŀǇŜ ǘŜǎǘέ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ōƻŘȅ 
fat). Participants also discussed their concerns 
about the implementation of and strategies to 
improve a gender- and age-neutral physical 
fitness assessment. Participants emphasized the 
need to explore the impacts of such an 
assessment before implementation, especially 
for injured Service members or those who had 
previously had a caesarean section. Participants 
also cited concerns that morale could decrease 
if those who historically had performed well on 
physical fitness tests struggled with the new 
fitness standards.
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Chapter 1. Introduction and Methods 

his report outlines the findings from the 2019 Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the 
Services (DACOWITS) focus groups. Chapter 1 provides the introduction and methods, which consist 

of an overview of the focus groups, the characteristics of the focus group participants, and the analysis 
approach. Chapters 2 through 5 present the findings on conscious and unconscious gender bias, 
pregnancy and parenthood, physical fitness tests, and general focus group comments, respectively.  

A. Focus Group Overview 

DACOWITS collected qualitative and quantitative data during site visits in April and May 2019 to eight 
military installations1 representing all four U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) Service branches (Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, Air Force; see Appendix A). During the focus groups at these sites, the Committee 
addressed three topics: 

1. Conscious and unconscious gender bias 

2. Pregnancy and parenthood 

3. Physical fitness assessments 

In partnership with researchers from Insight Policy Research, the Committee developed a series of focus 
group protocols (see Appendix C); each protocol consisted of one topic module to ensure each study 
topic was addressed by each Service, gender, and pay grade group. Each focus group lasted 90 minutes 
and addressed one topic module. Committee members facilitated focus group discussions to elicit and 
assess the views, attitudes, and experiences of Service members regarding the selected study topics. 
The Committee also distributed mini-surveys to the participants to determine the demographic 
composition of the groups (see Appendix B). Mini-survey findings are presented throughout the report 
including results for several supplemental questions in Appendix B-1. All the data collection instruments 
were reviewed and considered exempt by the institutional review board ŦƻǊ LƴǎƛƎƘǘΩǎ ǎǳōŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘƻǊΣ L/C, 
ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ 5ƻ5Ωǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊ {ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ 5ŜŦŜƴǎŜ ŦƻǊ tŜǊǎƻƴƴel and Readiness, to 
ensure the protection of human subjects.  

DACOWITS conducted 48 focus groups in 2019. Of the 48 groups, 24 were held with men, and 24 were 
held with women. Twenty-four of the groups were conducted with enlisted personnel (pay grades E4ς
E8), and 24 were held with officers (pay grades O3ςO5 and W1ςW5). There were 475 distinct 
participants with an average of 10 participants per session. DACOWITS addressed the topic of conscious 
and unconscious gender bias in 16 groups, pregnancy and parenthood in 16 groups, and physical fitness 
tests in 16 groups. Each installation was responsible for recruiting focus group participants from the 
demographic categories specified by DACOWITS (see Figure 1.1).  

                                                             
1 The eight installations were Naval Submarine Base Kitsap, Naval Base Everett, Joint Base Elmendorf-Richardson ς Army, Joint Base Elmendorf-
Richardson ς Air Force, Marine Corps Air Station Miramar, Marine Corps Air Station Yuma, Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, and Fort Huachuca. 
The focus group protocols were not pretested.  

T 
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Figure 1.1. Focus Group Breakdown 

 

B. Focus Group Participant Characteristics 

The research team analyzed the qualitative data from the focus groups and compiled a demographic 
profile of the focus group participants using responses from the mini-surveys (see Table 1.1). 
Approximately half of the participants were men (51 percent), and half were women (49 percent). Four 
Servicesτthe Army (28 percent), Navy (22 percent), Marine Corps (22 percent), and Air Force (27 
percent)τwere nearly equally represented. The majority of participants (98 percent) were active duty. 
Participants ranged widely in age, from 18 to 40 and older. Participants in the youngest age category 
(aged 18ς20) composed smaller percentages of the group.  

Enlisted personnel represented more than half of focus group participants (52 percent): Service 
members with pay grades E4ςE6 made up the largest proportion of enlisted personnel (38 percent), 
followed by those with pay grades E7ςE9 (13 percent) and E1ςE3 (1 percent). The largest subset of 
officers was composed of those with pay grades O1ςO3 (27 percent), followed by those with pay grades 
of O4 or higher (14 percent) and WO1ςWO5 (6 percent).  

Focus group participants represented varying levels of tenure in the Military Services and were relatively 
equally distributed across all categories. Those with fewer than 3 years of service (6 percent) and 20 or 
more years of service (12 percent) were least represented, whereas the remaining tenures were nearly 
equally represented (19 to 22 percent). A majority of participants identified as White (72 percent); 
smaller proportions identified as Black (15 percent), Asian (6 percent), American Indian or Alaska Native 
(1 percent), or multiple races (5 percent). About one in six participants identified as Hispanic (15 
percent). Subsequent chapters in this report provide the results for the topic-specific mini-survey 
questions.  
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Table 1.1. Focus Group Participant Demographics 

Participant Characteristic  
Percent age of  Women  

(n = 232 ) 

Percent age of  Men  

(n = 242 ) 

Percent age of  All 

Participants  

(n = 475 ) 

Gender 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 49 51 100 

Service Branch 

Army 29 28 28 

Navy  20 24 22 

Marine Corps 23 21 22 

Air Force 28 26 27 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 

National Guard or Reserves 

Yes 3 1 2 

No 97 99 98 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 

Age 

18ς20 2 2 2 

21ς24 19 10 15 

25ς29 24 21 22 

30ς34 23 26 25 

35ς39 19 21 20 

40 or older 13 20 16 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 

Pay Grade 

E1ςE3 1 1 1 

E4ςE6 44 33 38 

E7ςE9 13 13 13 

WO1ςWO5 3 8 6 

O1ςO3 25 30 27 

O4 or higher 14 14 14 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 

Length of Military Service 

Less than 3 years 9 4 6 

3ς5 years 27 16 21 

6ς9 years 20 19 19 

10ς14 years 19 20 20 

15ς19 years 20 23 21 

20 years or more 6 17 12 

Missing 0 1 0 

Total 100 100 100 
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Participant Characteristic  
Percent age of  Women  

(n = 232 ) 

Percent age of  Men  

(n = 242 ) 

Percent age of  All 

Participants  

(n = 475 ) 

Race2 

Asian 6 5 6 

Black 17 12 15 

American Indian or Alaska 
Native 

2 0 1 

Pacific Islander 0 1 1 

White 64 74 69 

Multiple races 6 5 5 

Missing 5 3 4 

Total 100 100 100 

Hispanic 

Yes 18 12 15 

No 80 87 84 

Missing 3 0 1 

Total 100 100 100 

Relationship Status 

Divorced 9 8 9 

Married to a civilian or veteran 24 66 45 

Married to a current Service 
member 

32 5 18 

Never married 33 20 26 

Separated 2 1 1 

Widowed 0 0 0 

Missing 0 0 0 

Total 100 100 100 

Some percentages do not sum to 100 because of rounding. 
hƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ŀ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άŀƭƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎέ column.  
Source: DACOWITS mini-survey (data from all the groups)  

C. Analysis 

The focus group analysis process involved several steps. During each focus group, research staff 
captured verbatim discussions between focus group participants and Committee facilitators; the 
research team cleaned and redacted the transcripts ǘƻ ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ. 
Next, the team identified themes and subthemes by reviewing all transcripts for a given focus group 
topic and noting common responses that arose. Once the themes were identified, the data were 
entered into qualitative analysis software (NVivo 12), and the transcripts were coded by themes. This 
allowed the research team to explore whether certain responses were more common among subgroups 
(e.g., gender, pay grade, Service). Unless otherwise specified, focus group themes were common across 
pay grades, Military Services, and genders. The quotes provided throughout the report were chosen 
from hundreds of illustrative examples to exemplify the findings for each theme.  

                                                             
2 This question asked participants to select all that applied. tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ ǊŀŎŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜέ ǊƻǿΦ   
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1. Strengths and limitations of focus groups as a methodology 

Focus groups are a key tool for DACOWITS to gauge Service ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
knowledge, attitudes, and opinions. They provide an interactive way to explore topics deeply and obtain 
ŘŜǘŀƛƭŜŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΦ CƻŎǳǎ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƭƻǿ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ 
data on groups that are underrepresented in the military, such as women, that may not be represented 
statistically through surveys that examine the military as a whole.  

Unlike survey research (e.g., the DACOWITS mini-survey), which gathers information on the numbers or 
proportions of respondents who answer particular questions in a certain way, focus group research does 
not gather information on concurrence across all respondents, and findings are not generalizable to a 
larger population. The recruitment of participants for a focus group cannot be replicated, it is difficult to 
ensure identical questions are asked in each group, and the results for one group cannot be compared 
precisely with those for other groups. Despite these limitations, the results can add greatly to an existing 
body of knowledge on a topic, or they can serve as a first step toward developing a more statistical 
study of a new topic.  

As a result of the small sample size, the groups might not represent the larger population accurately; 
this effect can sometimes be beneficial if the desire is to obtain data from underrepresented groups that 
may not be represented statistically through surveys and other means. Group discussions can be difficult 
to direct and control, and many subjects are addressed during each discussion; as a result, not all 
questions are asked in all the groups, and not all participants are able to answer each question (see 
Figure 1.2).  

Figure 1.2. Collecting Data Through Structured Focus Group Conversations 
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To give a rough indication of the frequency with which a particular theme was mentioned, several key 
terms and phrases are used throughout the report. For example, to indicate how frequently a theme 
was raised during the focus groups that addressed a specific topic and in response to a particular 
question that was asked, the report ǳǎŜǎ άŀƭƭέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ the groups in which the 
question was asked; έƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƭƭέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƛƴ флς99 percent of the groups; έƳƻǎǘέ ƻǊ έƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅέ ŦƻǊ 
themes in 55ς89 percent of the groups; έŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ƘŀƭŦέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƛƴ прς54 percent of the groups; 
and έǎƻƳŜέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ƛƴ нрς44 percent of the groups. To ensure the report focuses on the most 
commonly reported themes rather than those that emerged in only a few groups, aside from lists of 
participant suggestions, this report typically does not include themes that emerged in fewer than 25 
percent of the groups in which a particular question was asked. However in a handful of instances, the 
report uses the term άŀ ŦŜǿέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ƛƴ fewer than 24 percent of groups in which the 
question was asked.  

When comparing multiple responses for a given question, the report uses phrases that give a rough 
sense of the proportion of participants who expressed a given opinionτsuch as έnearly all the 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴέ ƻǊ έǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳŜέτrather than 
phrases with a fixed meaning that imply every participant provided a response. When comparing 
whether the theme was more frequently mentioned by certain subgroups (e.g., men, women, officers, 
enlisted personnel, members of one Service), the report uses the term έƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘέ ǘƻ 
identify a theme that was mentioned at least 20 percent more often by one subgroup than others and 
άƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘέ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀ ǘƘŜƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ рл percent more 
often by one subgroup than others. It is important to keep in mind that the purpose of focus groups is to 
obtain rich detail on a topic rather than to precisely measure the frequency and types of responses. An 
overview of the analysis structure is outlined in figure 1.3.  

Figure 1.3. Overview of Analysis Process 
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Chapter 2. Conscious and Unconscious Gender Bias 

ACOWITS investigated the perceptions of Service members about the presence of conscious and 
unconscious gender bias and how it affected their decisions to join the military during the 

recruitment process and pursue certain occupational specialties. The Committee was interested in 
learning about factors that encouraged and discouraged Service members from joining the military and 
pursuing particular occupational specialties. The Committee was also interested in learning about how 
the Services were addressing gender bias in the military. ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ 5!/h²L¢{Ω 
previous research on gender discrimination, sexual harassment, and sexual assault.  

The Committee conducted 16 focus groups with enlisted personnel (E4ςE8) and officers (O3ςO5/W1ς
W5) on the topic of conscious and unconscious gender bias (see Appendix C.1 for the focus group 
protocol). This chapter discusses the focus group findings on conscious and unconscious gender bias and 
is organized into the following sections:  

} Factors that encouraged joining the military 

} Factors that discouraged joining the military 

} Factors influencing choice of occupational specialty 

} Occupational specialty preference by gender 

} Gender bias during the recruitment process 

} Presence and impact of gender bias in the military 

} Perceptions on gender-neutral language and title changes 

} Impact of changes to make language gender neutral  

} Leadership response to gender bias 

} Recommendations to address gender bias 

When interpreting the findings outlined in this chapter, it is important to consider that these focus 
groups consisted only of participants who had joined the military. It is possible that individuals who did 
not join the military would provide different perspectives on these topics.  

A. Factors That Encouraged Joining the Military  

DACOWITS asked focus group participants about factors that encouraged them or could encourage 
others to join the military. Participants mentioned a variety of factors that encouraged them to join; 
these included benefits, career stability, and national pride. Participants from all focus groups also 
highlighted the influence of family members with military experience as a motivator that encouraged 
them to join.  

1. Participants in all the groups were encouraged to join by family members who 
previously served in the military  

The influence of family members who had served in the military consistently emerged as a factor that 
encouraged participants to join. Participants in all the groups reported their decisions to join were   

D 
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influenced by learning about ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ military service or by receiving firsthand guidance 
from family members who had served. Women were more likely than men to provide this response.  

òMy family is military. My dad is retired, and my  sister [was in the Reserve Officer Training 

Corps ] for college and was in the [Service]. We were stationed in [State] when my dad 

retired , and I grew up with military around all the time . It was all I knew.  . . . Thatõs why I 

decided to [join].ó 

ñFemale o fficer  

òMy grandfather was a [Service member ]. He passed away before I was born, so it was 

my desire to try to connect with him [by joining the military] , and I just stuck around.ó 

ñMale officer  

òIõm from Puerto Rico, so [joining the military] was a good way to leave the island. My 

mom and stepdad were in the military . . . . They left the island and told me [joining the 

military] was a good way to leave.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òMy grandfather used to tell stories [about his service] all the time. That was my biggest 

influence.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

2. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join because of benefits offered 
by the military  

Benefits offered by the military arose as a major factor that encouraged participants to join. Participants 
in most of the groups reported that their decisions to join were positively influenced by the variety of 
benefits offered by the military, including financial compensation and college tuition assistance. Officers 
were more likely than enlisted personnel to provide this response.  

a. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join because of financial compensation  

Financial compensation offered by the military, including bonuses for joining and salaries, encouraged 
participants to join. Participants from one Service were most likely to provide this response.  

òI was a [civilian] pilot . . . . [The Service] said they would pay me money to do what I was 

[being paid to do on the outside].ó  

ñMale officer  

ò[The recruiter]  got my attention with retiring at 38 years old and immediate payment 

from my first day in the military. I came from a modest backgrou nd  [and]  couldnõt pay for 

school and didnõt do great in school, so military was right.ó 

ñMale officer  

ò[I was the first person in my family] to go to college, so I had no idea what to study. I got 

an education degree . My recruiter said , ôWant to fly? õ I said, ôI need a job. õ [The military 

offers] p ay and benefits  . . . [and] stability  . . . that civilian life doesnõt.ó  

ñFemale officer  
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ò[The financial benefits help support ] your family, depending on the situation that you are 

in. Everyone has their own pers onal reason ñinspirational or something cut and dry like 

they donõt have the money and they need to take care of their parents, children, etc. 

The majority of people I come in contact with, thatõs why they join.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

b. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join because of college tuition assistance 

Assistance with college tuition was cited as an encouraging factor to join by participants in most of the 
groups. This theme was reported more frequently by participants from one Service. Women were more 
likely than men, and officers were much more likely than enlisted personnel, to cite this factor.  

òI applied for a [Reserve Officer Training Corps]  scholarship and got it. Basically, I had the 

choice of schools I wanted to go to . . . . My mom [said] , ôWeõll pay for your college.õ I said 

I have a full ride, [ so you donõt need to pay for my college].ó  

ñFemale officer  

òFor me, I was in [Service] [Reserve Officer Training Corps] in high school, so military has 

always been one of those things  that was an option. When I first joined, my intent was not 

to stay. My intent was to use the GI bill to pay for school.ó 

ñMale officer  

òMy parents said, ôYouõre going to college, but we canõt give you a dime.õ I had a 

[Reserve Officer Training Corps]  full ride scholarship.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òBenefits. Education. Thatõs huge. Everyone I went to high school with is struggling with 

student loans , and I have none.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

3. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join by interactions with 
recruiters  

Participants in most of the groups said their conversations with recruiters encouraged them to join. 
Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to 
provide this response.  

òWhen I was a senior in high school , a friend tricked me into going into the recruiting 

station . . . . The recruiter was very honest with me  . . . [and s aid ], ôIõm not going to [lie to] 

you; Iõm going to tell you how it really is. I donõt want you going in blind.õ I appreciated it; 

honesty is a big deal for me.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

ò[I went to] t he recruitment events at my high school.  . . . I went to the career office , and 

they had other [S ervice] branches there. I shopped around.ó 

ñEnlisted man  
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òMy cousin had an appointment with a [Service] recruiter, and I gave him a ride , and 

they started showing us all the benefits [offered by the military]. Before [that interaction], I 

had no intention [of joining the military].ó  

ñMale officer  

òFor me, it was the easiest way to leave where I was from . . . . It was different than what 

ev eryone else did. I wanted to travel , and they had a career fair at school , and a 

[Service]  recruiter there talked to me [about joining] .ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

4. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join because of perceived career 
stability  

Participants cited perceptions of the career stability offered by the military as a factor that encouraged 
them to join. Enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers to provide this response. 

òFor some people, itõs opportunities for a consistent career you can depend on and job 

skills. Iõve heard that most.ó  

ñMale officer  

ò[The military offers] j ob security . . . . Coming from an oil field community, the boom came 

and went. Well , thatõs what my family doesñso what am I going to do now? I have 

nothing. The . . . military in general is there and will always be there. Itõs reassuring.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òMy dad was a [Service member] and sent me to a recruiter. The things that caught me 

were the money ñI got a big bonus to join ñand job stability.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òIt was a secure job [that did not require] formal education.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

5. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join because of national pride  

National pride was reported as a factor that encouraged participants and others to join the military. 
Participants highlighted the events of September 11, 2001; patriotism; and the desire to give back to 
their country.  

ò[Serving gives] a sense of giving back to the country. You grow up here and look around 

and feel thankful for the freedoms you enjoy. Even when you donõt grow up here or you 

arenõt a citizen, you look around and want to give back.ó  

ñMale officer  

ò9/11 happened, [and]  the  country was more patriotic. I had a buddy who was a senior 

when I was a sophomore in high school. He died in Iraq [during] my senior year. I saw the 

funeral and the noble cause  [and] t he ôPat Tillmanõ type of respect that was given to him, 

and I wanted to  do something like that.ó 

ñMale officer  
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òI entered [the] delayed entry [program]11 days after 9/11. I was married [into the] 

military , and I also wanted to join  [because of] p atriotism.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

ò9/11ñI was in high school when it happened. After t hat  . . . , [the news]  broke that 

America was going to war. My best friend and I decided we wanted to serve. We went 

down and signed up.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

6. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join by opportunities to leave 
their hometown s 

Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to join the military as a way to move away from 
their hometowns. In some cases, Service members joined to escape limited career opportunities or 
negative home situations. Men were more likely than women to provide this response.  

òWe have some young [Service member s] in our office. A lot of them come from bad 

situations where they may lack opportunities. A lot of them are trying to get out of their 

hometowns and [away from] the people they were associated w ith prior to service.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òIõve had a lot of [Service member s] who have said [joining the military] is about escaping 

a small town and home life.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òI grew up in Detroit, and the area was rough. I wanted to see what was bigger than the 

Detroit parameters. I wanted to get out of the inner city and see what life was about.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òI was 24 [years old] . . . before I considered realistically joining. Where I am from, after 

[age] 25, people  . . . just donõt leave. . . . I wanted to get away before I decided to stay 

there for good.ó 

ñMale officer  

7. Participants in some of the groups were encouraged to join because of displeasure with 
their premilitary careers or postsecondary fields of study  

Displeasure with ƻƴŜΩǎ career or academic field of study was another factor that encouraged 
participants in some of the groups to join the military. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers, 
and women were much more likely than men, to cite this reason, as were members from one Service 
versus the others.  

òWhen I joined college and started as pre -law, I decided I didnõt want to be a lawyer.ó  

ñFemale  officer  

òI had a [desk job] before, and I wanted something that was different.ó 

ñFemale officer  
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òI got tired of college. I saw the posters around campus and thought I would give [joining 

the military] a shot.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI was 25 and wanted a change. I wanted to do something different. I worked for a glass 

company [before joining].ó 

ñEnlisted man  

8. Participants in some of the groups were encouraged to join because of a lack of career 
and academic opportunities  

Participants in some of the groups reported being motivated to join because there were few career and 
academic prospects available to them outside of the military. Women were more likely than men, and 
enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide this response.  

òI enlisted at 17 in the [Service] to leave [my home State] . . . . I did not get a scholarship, 

nor did I prioritize college. I jacked up [my grades] in high school , so [I] thought I would 

start over in the [Service]. I did that. I went to a recruiter.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òI come from a small town, so the same recruiter that put me in the [the military] put my 

brother in 2 years prio r. I also had no other option. I figured I could retire and [receive a] 

paycheck at 20.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òI have some friends who came in because [they had a] lack of direction , and so it was 

something to do.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI didnõt have money to go to college , and everyone was going where I grew up. I knew 

that I needed to do something. I went down to join [Service  A], but a [Service  B] friend hit 

me up first.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

9. Participants in some of the groups were encouraged to join because of perceived 
opportunities to travel  

The possibility of travel motivated participants from some of the groups to join. Enlisted personnel were 
more likely than officers, and men were much more likely than women, to provide this response.  

ò[I was encouraged to joi n because of] an opportunity to travel.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òIõm a military brat . . . , so I knew the [military] way of life. I enjoyed moving and 

traveling.ó 

ñFemale officer  

òTravel benefits [were enticing to me].ó  

ñEnlisted man  
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B. Factors That Discouraged Joining the Military  

DACOWITS also asked focus group participants about factors that deterred them or could deter others 
from joining the military. Participants mentioned a variety of discouraging factors, including concerns 
about the ability to meet physical requirements and the fear of not knowing what to expect from 
military life. Participants also reported facing discouragement from a variety of sources such as family, 
friends, and military recruiters.  

DACOWITS asked participants to think about the time when they were deciding whether to join the 
military and to indicate whether they ever felt or were discouraged from joining. Hand-count data 
revealed that slightly fewer than half of participants felt discouraged prior to joining; about 6 in 10 
women and 3 in 10 men reported this experience (see Figure 2.1).  

Figure 2.1. Proportion of Participants by Gender Who Felt Discouraged From Joining the Military  

 
Source: Focus group transcripts 

1. Participants in most of the groups were discouraged from joining by family members  

Participants in most of the groups reported being discouraged from joining the military by family 
members in a variety of waysτfor example, by disapproval from family members who had previously 
served in the military as well as those who had not, and discouragement from joining particular Services. 
Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to report discouragement by family members.  

òMy father threatened me if I wanted to go enlisted. I said if I donõt get into [officer 

training school] , I would enlist. I would have been kicked out of the family. He said, 

ôAbsolutely not.  . . . You will just get that degree. õó  

ñFemale officer  

òSometimes parents talk kids out of it. [Joining the military is] dangerous , and they donõt 

want [their kids] to risk their life.ó 

ñMale officer  
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òWe had workouts and everything. My parents were leaving me in the gym for 8 hours a 

day, and I was improving, but they couldnõt see it, and they were like, ôYou canõt do this.õ 

I was leaving for boot camp, and they said, ôYouõll be back in a week.õó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òMy husband received a letter from his mom the day he went to [the Service]  telling him 

that she was disappointed that he was abandoning t he family. His brother said the same 

thingñthat he was separating from the family and abandoning the family , and he would 

never see him again .ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òWhen I was getting ready to leave for [the Service], we were having a family get -

together. One of my own family members confronted me and said, ôI donõt get why you 

couldnõt go get a real job.õ Well, heõs still sitting at home with no job, and here I am.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

a. Participants in some of the groups were discouraged from joining by family members with 
military experience  

Although participants in most of the groups reported being encouraged to join after hearing about their 
ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻǊ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƛǊǎǘƘŀƴŘ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ 
served, participants in some of the groups reported they were discouraged from joining by family 
members who had served or had seen the experiences of other family members who had served. 

òMy parents both actively discouraged me because both their dads were in the [Service]. 

My parents didnõt experience the [Service] life, but they experienced the [post -traumatic 

stress disorder] after World War II . They experienced the negatives of when someone 

experiences the military for a long time.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òMy dad fought in the [S ervice] during Vietnam , and it was a different mindset. He said, ôI 

donõt want you to see the things I saw.õ He was also not an officer, so [for him, it was] just 

a different time and different opinion of things.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òMy dad was in the [Service] in the late 80s and early 90s. For him, he was not on board 

[with me joining] because he said , ôI see how females get treated [in the military], and I 

donõt want that for you.õ I had to choose between enlisting or living under his roof, and 

here I am.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

ò[My grandfather] was an [occupational specialist], and he was always [fighting 

overseas] . . . . His big thing was that he didnõt want me to have to go through anything 

similar [to  what he did]  with the horrors that happened to him in [ foreign country]. He 

wanted to make sure that I was mentally prepared.ó 

ñEnlisted man  
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b. Participants in some of the groups were discouraged from joining specific Services by their 
families  

Participants in some of the groups reported being advised against joining certain branches of the 
military by family members. Officers were more likely than enlisted personnel to provide this response.  

ò My dad was [Service] and served enlisted, and he had seen the [way] women were 

treated [in the military] and said , ôNo way youõre joining. . . . [He said] , ôIf thereõs one 

Service that maybe you could think about, itõs [Service].õ [He] had seen that typically , 

they t reated the family better than other branches . . . . Now heõs proud of me.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òI talked to my mom, and she was like, ôNo, youõre not joining the [Service].õ So it wasnõt 

until  . . . after I graduated high school, when life got harder , that I realized that if I wanted 

to be able to go to college, I needed to join the [Service]. She didnõt want me to join the 

[Service] specifically.ó 

ñMale officer  

òMy dad was enlisted [Service], and while he didnõt have a problem with me wanting to 

join,  he said, ôDefinitely donõt go [Service]. . . . õ The rest of my family saw the toll that 

serving took on my dad and didnõt want me to have the same problems, with the war 

and mocking at home. They were not supportive.ó  

ñMale officer  

òMy parents  [discoura ged me] . We are all going to have those parents that try to talk you 

out of joining the military, [especially] the [Service].ó 

ñEnlisted man  

2. Participants in some of the groups were discouraged from joining because of the 
physical requirements associated with the military  

Participants in some of the groups reported concern about their ability to meet the physical 
requirements associated with the military as a discouraging factor. This theme was mentioned more 
frequently by one Service, much more frequently by women than men, and only by enlisted personnel. 

òPhysical feats [are a discouraging factor]. . . . Especially in high school, I was very unfit , 

and people didnõt think I could . . . go into the military being so physically unfit.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òWhen you first join, the  . . . run [is a concern]. Iõve always been a sports player, but I [had] 

never had to run [that much] .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òThe physical strength [requirement] scares you a little bit , but once you get in [the 

military], it doesnõt mean anything.ó 

ñEnlisted man  



 

Insight  2019 Focus Group Report: Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) 16 

3. Participants in some of the groups were discouraged from joining by a fear of the 
unknown and failure  

A fear of failing as well as not knowing what to expect from life in the military discouraged participants 
in some of the groups. This response was provided more frequently by members of one Service versus 
the others. 

òFear of the unknown [is discouraging] . I was the first person in my family to join the 

military. I was ignorant [about] what it involved. My family was the sam e way.ó  

ñMale officer  

òFear of the unknown [can be a discouraging factor].ó  

ñMale officer  

òFor me, it wasnõt outside forces but more so doubt in myself. I probably wanted to live up 

to my fatherõs expectations . . . , so [I had] a fear of failure. My bro ther joined the [Service] 

and got hurt during boot camp and got sent home, so I thought, ôWhat If I get hurt?õó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òThe most discouraging part was the fear of the unknown; not knowing what to expect.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

4. Participantsȭ opinions were mixed on whether men and women experienced similar 
forms of discouragement from joining the military 

DACOWITS also asked participants whether men and women underwent the same types of 
discouragement from joining the military. Although participants in most of the groups reported that 
men and women were discouraged in different ways, participants in nearly half of the groups reported 
the opposite perception.  

a. Participants in most of the groups reported that men and women experienced dissimilar forms of 
discouragement from joining  

The perception that men and women experienced different forms of discouragement from joining the 
military was reported by participants in most of the groups. For example, participants said women were 
more likely to be discouraged from joining by their families, women were more likely than men to 
experience societal discouragement from joining, and concerns about sexual assault and sexual 
harassment were specific to women. Broadly, women were more likely than men, and enlisted 
personnel were more likely than officers, to report that men and women were discouraged in different 
ways from joining. 
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b. Participants in nearly half of the groups reported that women were more likely than men to be 
discouraged from joining by their families  

In nearly half of the groups, participants perceived that women were more likely than men to be 
deterred from joining by their families. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to provide this 
response.  

òItõs easier for men going in, but when I told my parents I wanted to join, they said that it 

didnõt make sense. They donõt expect women to get in because they think itõs harder 

because of the physical requirements and our physique.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI would think a parent would discourage a daughter more than a son . . . . If my sister had 

brought [up joining the military], my parents wouldnõt have let her join.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI think some of it comes to family tradition. . . . Since our country has been [ at]  war for 18 -

plus years, that fear of sending our daughter and wives into those [areas is real]. [There is 

a ] perception of not wanting to send our daughters but sending our sons.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òAs my kids get older, would I encourage my daughters versus my son? I think my instinct 

is to want to protect [my daughter s]. I donõt know that I would trust a military Service as 

much with daughter s as [I would with my] son.ó 

ñMale officer  

c. Participants in nearly half of the groups reported that women faced greater societal 
discouragement than men from joining 

Participants in nearly half of the groups perceived that women experienced greater societal 
discouragement than men from joining the military. This theme was reported more frequently by 
women than men, and much more frequently by enlisted personnel than officers.  

òBoth of my stepsisters joined the military and received lots of pressure from family and 

friends to not [join]. Itõs still male dominated, and [women] experience pressures different 

[than men], like how to have kids and take care of the house while being in the military. 

They [experienced] tremendous pressure to not join, but they did it anyway.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

ò[There is] more of a push in society to urge women not to do . . . dange rous things , to tell 

them [the military]  might not be for [them], whether [they]  can do it or not.ó 

ñMale officer  

òIõm from the Midwest, and a lot of people [there] still view jobs as men and women 

specific. I was a waitress there , and we had an older coup le who wouldnõt be served by 

the male waiter because they saw it as a femaleõs job.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òAs females, we are doubted immediately. For males , it is ôAt least you tried.õ For females 

. . . , you are still going to be doubted up front [when joining].ó 

ñEnlisted woman  
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d. Participants in some of the groups cited concerns about sexual harassment and sexual assault in 
the military as a discouragement specific to women  

Concerns related to the potential for sexual harassment and sexual assault in the military were 
mentioned as a discouraging factor specific to women by participants in some of the groups. Enlisted 
personnel were more likely than officers to provide this response.  

òI think for women, some of the things youõll see in the news, like sexual harassment and 

assault and the way they are handled [in the military] , would make parents discourage 

their daughters from joining.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òI have two daughters, and Iõd have to question whether I [would] want them in the 

military. Thinking about even TV shows  [such as] òCSI,ó [and] òHouse of Cards ó . . . , they 

bring up sexual assault in the military. Iõd question it for my daughters. I know thereõs more 

discourag ement for women because of the perception of the harm that can be done.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI think for me, my brothers all look at me [and ask], ôHow is she going to protect herself 

[from sexual assault]?õ But if it was one of my brothers [joining the military, it] wouldnõt 

have been a question of how he would protect himself.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI agree with the sexual harassment [being a concern] . Even with my sisters considering 

the military, I discouraged them from joining . . . . Seeing how the females in my unit are 

treated, I discouraged them from joining the military.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

e. Participants in nearly half of the groups reported men and women experienced similar forms of 
discouragement from joining the military  

Although participants in most of the groups perceived that men and women were discouraged in 
different ways from joining the military, participants in nearly half of the groups reported an opposite 
perception. Men were more likely than women to provide this response. 

òEspecially now and with the community Iõm in, I donõt really see a huge difference [in 

reasons why men and women are discouraged from joining] , especially [under] my last 

command. It [had]  a greater percentage of women than men. The opportunities are not 

gender specific . [Joining the military is] equally attractive for men and women.ó  

ñMale officer  

òIn the early 90s, women in the [Service] were limited to where they could be assigned, so 

the opportunities werenõt equal with men. Thatõs where women would get discouraged. It 

did change [recently].ó 

ñMale officer  

òI donõt think there are different reasons . . . ; there are common ones , like maybe your 

family is not pro -military.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  
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òThere [are] plenty [of discouraging factors that are] the same [for men and women]. 

Previous criminal history, fitness level  . . . ; there are plenty of things that might discourage 

someone.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

f. Participants also reported a variety of other forms of discouragement from joining the military 
experienced by both men and women  

Participants reported a range of other forms of discouragement from joining the military that men and 
women experienced similarly, such as the following: 

} Encouraged to pursue other opportunities 

} Low salary 

} Military lifestyle 

} Physical fitness requirements 

} Body composition requirements 

} Criminal history 

C. Factors Influencing Choice of Occupational Specialty 

DACOWITS also asked focus group participants whether they were encouraged to pursue certain 
occupational specialties during the recruitment process. Participants reported being encouraged to 
pursue certain occupations as well as being discouraged from pursuit of a desired occupation for a 
variety of reasons and from various sources.  

When asked whether they felt they had a choice in the occupational specialties they pursued, hand-
count data revealed that approximately 8 in 10 participants felt they had a choice, with no substantial 
difference between responses by men versus women. 

1. Participants in most of the groups were encouraged to pursue certain occupational 
specialties  

Participants in most of the groups reported encouragement to pursue certain occupational specialties 
from a variety of sources such as recruiters and family, and for a variety of reasons such as their 
perceptions of the working conditions associated with some occupational specialties, the opportunity to 
learn job skills transferable to the civilian world, their scores on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude 
Battery (ASVAB) test, position-specific salaries or bonuses, and their premilitary careers or 
postsecondary fields of study. Broadly, women were more likely than men to report being encouraged in 
the pursuit of a certain occupational specialty, and participants from one Service were more likely to 
report this experience. 

a. Participants in most of the groups were led to a specific specialty by recruiters  

Interactions with recruiters were cited as the most likely source of encouragement to pursue a certain 
occupational specialty. Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were much more 
likely than officers, to provide this response.  



 

Insight  2019 Focus Group Report: Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) 20 

òWhen I went to the recruiter . . . , I had a different experience.  I have a masterõs degree 

in rehabilitation  . . . and expected that field. I gave them my credentials , and [the 

recruiter] said [the Service needed me to fill a  different occupational specialty] . . . . My 

friend who was [in the]  med [ical]  services corps lo st her mind because I didnõt get that 

opportunity, [but] It worked out in the end. I love my job now  . . . ; I just happened to be 

at the wrong recruiter at the wrong time.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òMy family is not military oriented. I randomly went to a recruiter station and talked to 

them, and I said, ôIõm in college for computer science right now,õ and [the recruiter] said, 

ôOh, do I have the job for you, working with top-of -line stuff! Itõs cool, man, working on 

computers.õ I went to [specialty school] and found out Iõd be [working in an unrelated 

career field].ó 

ñEnlisted man  

ò[The recruiter said] ôAll right, youõre going to be in communications. . . . You are going to 

call in air strik es.õ But I sit behind a desk and give people internet. I donõt do anything [the 

recruiter] said I was going to.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òMy recruiter told me that there were no jobs available and that I had to [join the military] 

by a certain date , so I had to [join] as [an undefined occupational specialty]. It was the 

person at basic t raining who assigned you [a position] after testing. He gave me medical 

or [contracting] . . . . I thought he was trying to encourage me to go into contracting 

because it was lucrative,  and I wanted to go with medical. So , because I felt like he was 

trying to discourage me , I went with the other [career field].ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

b. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain career fields by their perception of working 
conditions  

Working conditions associated with certain occupational specialties were also cited as a factor that 
encouraged participants in some of the groups to pursue these jobs. Participants described being 
encouraged to pursue positions based on whether they involved working indoors or outdoors and 
whether they involved working behind a desk or in the field. Enlisted personnel were more likely than 
officers to cite this reason, as were members of one Service versus the others.  

 òI didnõt want a desk job. . . . I wanted to fly. My dad was a helicopte r pilot. That was 

definitely one of my [motivations]. I couldnõt sit at a desk for another 2 years.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òWorking conditions, like if youõre working outside or inside.ó 

ñMale officer  

òPersonally, in high school I loved sports so I wanted a job in the [Service] that was more 

physical.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òI chose communication because I [wanted] to be in the field and deploy, but then I was 

assigned [specific communications specialty] and I sit behind a desk now.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  
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c. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain occupational specialties by their families  

Participants in some of the groups reported being encouraged to pursue certain occupational specialties 
by family members. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to provide this response.  

òI signed up with my sister and her two friends. . . . I was supposed to go [occupational 

specialty, but] I went to [ the military entrance processing station] , and it didnõt work out. 

[The recruiter] told me I had 30 minutes to decide on a new [occupational specialty], so I 

called my sister  . . . and asked if I could join the same [occupational specialty] as them.ó 

ñMale officer  

òWhen I was growing up, my dad was a crew chief on a racer. He always made all the 

decisions about what I was going to do. He talked about being an [occupational 

special ist], so here I am.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òIf your family already serves or is currently serving, they can influence [your] career path. 

If [an officerõs] son joins the [Service], his son is going to get whatever he wants.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òI had several [occupational specialties] to pick from, and my cousin was a head 

recruiter , so he put his best recruiter in charge of me. My cousin looked at the [list of 

options for me],  and he said, ôI want you to be an [occupational specialist ] because I 

have no doubt they will take care of you the rest of your career.õ Twelve years later, and 

heõs still correct.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

d. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain occupational specialties by the opportunity 
to learn job skills that would be transferable to the civilian world  

Whether job skills were transferable to positions in the civilian world was an important consideration for 
participants in some of the groups when deciding to pursue an occupational specialty. Enlisted 
personnel were more likely than officers, and women were much more likely than men, to provide this 
response.  

òFor me it was [about  how ] if I decided n ot to make the military my career, what skills 

could I take out to the civilian world?ó  

ñFemale officer  

ò[At first] I wanted to be a pilot. I thought it was super cool, and  . . . I wanted to sacrifice 

for my country. Then my brain took over , and [I though t] , what am I going to do with a 

helicopter pilot license when I get out [of the military] ? That [occupational specialty] 

doesnõt prepare me for the rest of my life. The most transferrable and best training for a 

civilian career would be the [military inte lligence] field, which is what I chose.ó 

ñFemale officer  

òMine was the correlation between what I would be doing as a civilian counterpart and 

in the final successful post [referring to selecting a field based on what the  Service 

member would like to do in  the civilian world  once she was  out of the military].ó  

ñEnlisted woman  
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ò[It depends on the] purpose for joining. Some people join wanting to get something out 

of their career after [the military] . . . . Some people just join for service.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

e. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain occupational specialties by their scores on 
the ASVAB test  

Participants in some of the groups were encouraged to pursue certain occupational specialties based on 
their ASVAB scores. Men were much more likely than women to provide this response, as were 
members of one Service versus the others. 

 òMoney is a huge factor. When I joined, I wanted to be a [builder occupational 

specialty] , and  recruiters looked at my test score and said, ôYou can be a [occupational 

special ist that requires high ASVAB scores]. Howõs that sound?õ It sounds cool, but looking 

back , I think Iõd rather have been a [builder occupational specialty].ó  

ñEnlisted man  

f. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain occupational specialties by position-specific 
bonuses  

The bonuses associated with specific occupational specialties were an important consideration for 
participants in some of the groups when deciding which occupational specialty to pursue. This issue was 
raised only by enlisted personnel, and more frequently by men than women. 

òI joined to be an [occupational specialist]. [The recruiter] said, ôYou should be a 

[different occupational special ist]. Hereõs $20,000 for you. Youõll be special because 

thereõs not too many [Service member s in this occupational specialty] . . . .õ Itõs all 

influenced by money.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òFor me, the number one [influence on my choice of occupational specialty] was money 

for my job.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òI joined right out of high school. I had one job and chose it because there was a 

bonus . . . . I chose to be analyst  . . . , [which] is something that will benefit me on the 

outside [as well].ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òWhen I picked [my occupational specialty] . . . , they  had a pretty big bonus for my 

field.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

g. Participants in some of the groups were led to certain occupational specialties by their premilitary 
career or education  

Participants in some of the groups reported being encouraged to pursue certain occupational specialties 
based on whether they aligned with their premilitary careers or education. Officers were much more 
likely than enlisted personnel to provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the 
others.  
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òI was a lawyer [prior to joining], so I only really [had] that option. It was my first choice but 

my only choice.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òI studied engineering [in college, so] civil engineering was a logical choice.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI [joined the military] right out of nursing school and liked babies, so I wanted  [labor and 

delivery] nurse . . . . When the recruiters talked to us, I had student loans and was scared of 

how to pay them . . . . The recruiter said [obstetrics] or med ical  surgery , [so]I said 

[obstetrics] it is.ó  

ñFemale offic er 

òWhen I first joined the [military], I knew that I wanted to go to law school. I ended up 

following the footsteps. Everyone knows that when you go to the recruiter, they only tell 

you the [occupational specialties] that are needed [by the Service]. I to ld my recruiter  

. . . , ôThis is what I want to do.  . . .õó 

ñEnlisted woman  

2. Participants in most of the groups reported being discouraged from pursuing their 
desired occupational specialties  

DACOWITS also asked participants whether they were discouraged from pursuing their preferred 
occupational specialties during the recruitment process. Participants in most of the groups reported 
experiencing this discouragement by recruiters for a variety of reasons, such as the desired occupational 
specialty not being aligned with the needs of the Service. Similarly, only women reported being 
discouraged from pursuing their desired occupations because of their gender, but the source of this 
discouragement was not necessarily recruiters.  

a. Participants in half of the groups were discouraged by recruiters 

Participants in most of the groups reported being encouraged by their recruiters to pursue certain 
occupational specialties but not necessarily their desired specialties. Participants in half of the groups 
reported their recruiters discouraged them from pursuing their desired occupational specialties. Men 
were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide 
this response.  

òRecruiters are looking at their quotas. Itõs easier to manipulate an experience with 

someone [who has] no knowledge. They can [tell recruits] they have to go to a certain 

[occupational specialty] if they want to leave now, but realistically , there could be 

something else that opens up but [the recruits] would have to wait longer to leave. That 

recruiter has his best interests [in mind] , and the recruitõs interests donõt always align.ó  

ñMale officer  

òMy recruiter tried to discourage me because [the Service was] full for pilot slots. I was told 

there werenõt any more pilot positions for the year, so Iõd have to wait. I waited 9 months 

for the new year to open up , and I got one of the first slots.ó 

ñFemale officer  
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òI went back home as a recruite rõs assistant. . . . There was a girl who  . . . wanted nothing 

more than to be in a [combat  occupational specialty]. I heard it from the recruiter. He 

[said] , ôDo you know what this is going to entail?õ I looked at him and said, ôIf she wants to 

do it, she  has the physical capabilities to do i t. . . .õ He was doubting her mental 

strength . . . . Her parents were so supportive. They wanted her to have the opportunity to 

pursue it . . . .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òWhen I enlisted, I was trying to do [combat occupational specialty] , [but the recruiter] 

told me , ôYou donõt want to do that.õó  

ñEnlisted man  

b. Participants in some of the groups were discouraged by recruiters from pursuing occupational 
specialties that did not align with the needs of the Service  

Participants in some of the groups reported being discouraged from pursuing their desired occupational 
specialties by recruiters if the occupational specialty did not align with the current needs of the selected 
Service.  

ò[My recruiter] told me that I might not get in [to my desired occupational specialty] even 

[if I wanted until the new year to join]. I get it, [recruiters]  had their recruitment [quotas], so 

they were pushing me towards another [occupational specialty].ó  

ñFemale officer  

ò[My recruiter said],õHey, you should pick something else. õ I was discouraged from [military 

intelligence] because too many people wanted to [serve in that role ]. [My recruiter said ],  

ôDonõt put it on the list. Too many factors, and you donõt have this or that. . . .õ I said screw 

it and put [military intelligence], and I got it.ó 

ñFemale officer  

òI had kids who were [combat occupational specialty] who were discouraged. [They 

said ],  ôI want to be a [combat occupational specialty], why not?õ [and the recruiter 

replied ],  ôItõs filled up.õ When [the occupational specialty is] opened up, it gets filled within 

a week, so recruiters have to encourage them to go somewhere else.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òThere was a difference back in 2001. You had 1,200 slots a year for [occupational 

specialt y]. . . . [The expectation was  that ] you can try but may not get a slot . . . . In my 

case , I got a [occupational specialty] slot the day I commissioned.ó  

ñMale officer  

c. Participants in most of the female groups were discouraged from joining certain occupational 
specialties because of their gender  

Participants in most of the female groups reported being discouraged by male unit members and other 
individuals from pursuing their desired occupational specialties because of their gender. Only women 
reported this theme. 
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òI always wanted to go to [occupational specialty]. People told me there was a glass 

ceiling , and you can only serve at this level [because you are a woman] , and it was at a 

time where tha t was very true.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òIn my community . . . , we are close  knit, but from a point early in my career, we had 

guys telling us weõd be dirty, greasy, and ôDonõt break a nail.õ So, Iõm trying to prove to my 

counterparts that I can do almost the same things or same things as they can.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òOriginally I signed an [occupational specialty] contract, and I was highly discouraged. [I 

was] discouraged by other males. [They said ],  ôYou donõt know how much work itõs going 

to be ; are you sure you can handle that?  Itõs a lot of long hours. . . .õ It just made me want 

to do it more.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òWe are told itõs more of a male [specialty by our families and men in our units]. You 

hammer, drill, rivet  . . . the whole Rosie the Riveter thing.  Itõs not a big thing anymore, but 

you have to [prove] yourself more as a female  . . . than males.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

D. Occupational Specialty Preference by Gender 

DACOWITS also asked focus group participants whether male and female Service members were 
attracted to the same occupational specialties. Participants primarily reported that male and female 
Service members were attracted to the same occupational specialties, but all members of either gender 
were not necessarily drawn to the same positions. Participants also suggested a variety of reasons why 
men and women might not be attracted to the same occupational specialties.  

1. Participants in most of the groups reported that men and women could be drawn to 
the same occupational specialties  

Participants in most of the groups reported that male and female Service members could be attracted to 
the same occupational specialties but that certain occupational specialties drew more individuals of one 
gender and that a Service memberΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭǘȅ was more dependent 
on personality rather than gender. Broadly, women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel 
were more likely than officers, to report that men and women can be drawn to the same occupational 
specialties.  

a. Participants in some of the groups reported that certain occupational specialties attracted 
members of one gender at a higher rate 

Participants in some of the groups reported that certain occupational specialties were more attractive to 
certain genders. Men were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were more likely than 
officers, to provide this response.  

òI guess everyone is different, but [a lot] of specialties are sought out by both . . . . Sure, 

there are some [occupational specialties] that are highly sought out by one or the other 

[gender].ó  

ñEnlisted woman  
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ò[Men and women] may be drawn to similar [occupational specialties] but not in the 

same numbers . . . . [Women] may be drawn to  . . . [combat occupational specialties], but 

not in the same numbers as men.ó 

ñMale officer  

òYeah, I obviously think that some [men and women] are drawn to the same 

[occupational specialties], but  [there are still hardly any women  in a recently opened 

combat occupational specialty] . . . . There are a lot of [occupational specialties] with 

more females and a lot of [occupational specialties] with more males  [than before] .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òIf you look at a medical group, there are equal numbers of men and women , and if you 

look at [combat occupational specialty], there are a few women in there.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

b. Participants in some of the groups reported that Service members are attracted to occupational 
specialties based on personality rather than gender 

Participants in some of the groups reported that a SŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
specialty is more dependent on ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ personality than gender. Women were more likely than 
men, and enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide this response.  

òI think itõs more just the type of person who is drawn to certain types of work, like 

personality traits. I think itõs independent of gender.ó 

ñMale officer  

òWe have plenty of females who like [to say ],  ôWomen are this, men are this.õ One person 

is different. You can put two females in a room , and they can have completely different 

ideas of what women want.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI saw a wide spectrum of [Service members] who were not happy , whether in s ervices, 

maintenance, etc. , and wanted something that was [better] suited for their personality, 

regardless of whether it was something better for their gender. A lot of it was personality or 

how lucrative it was going to be on the outside.ó  

ñEnlisted wom an  

òPersonally, I grew up with two sisters and a mom, so [I was] around females a lot. In 

todayõs society, women are trying to prove theyõre equal to men, so we have quite a few 

females in our section. So yeah, I think itõs like theyõre trying to prove a point a bit, and 

obviously, there are some who are actually interested [in the same positions as men].ó  

ñEnlisted man  

2. Participants proposed a variety of reasons why men and women might be drawn to 
different occupational specialties 

Participants offered various suggestions on why men and women might be drawn to different 
occupational specialties; these included the following: 

} Women might be more attracted to support roles. 
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} Women might face societal pressure to join a certain occupational specialty. 

} Women might be more attracted to jobs with a traditional (i.e., 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.) schedule.  

} Women might be more likely to prioritize the family role and pursue positions that require less 
commitment. 

} Men might be more likely to be recruited into certain occupational specialties. 

E. Gender Bias During the Recruitment Process 

DACOWITS also asked focus group participants to define bias and gender bias in their own words prior 
to asking the groups about how gender bias might affect the recruitment process. Broadly, participants 
in most of the groups defined bias as a preconceived notion or stance on an issue that affects ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ 
ability to be impartial on that issue, and some of the groups reported that biases arose through a 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǳǇōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎΦ On a related note, participants in most of the groups defined 
gender bias as a preconceived notion about the roles people should fulfill or how people should behave 
based on their gender. 

After participants defined bias and gender bias, DACOWITS presented the following definitions of each 
term and asked participants to answer questions related to gender bias with these definitions in mind. 
DACOWITS defined bias as prejudiced perceptions, attitudes, or beliefs about an individual or group, and 
ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ōƛŀǎ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ ǇǊŜƧǳŘƛŎŜŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ ƻǊ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΦ 

1. Participants had mixed perceptions of whether gender bias existed in the recruiting 
process 

DACOWITS asked participants whether gender bias existed in the recruitment process. Broadly, the 
participant response was mixed, with participants from most of the groups reporting that gender bias 
did exist in the recruitment process, and only men from some of the groups reporting that it did not.  

a. Participants in most of the groups reported that gender bias existed in the recruiting process  

Participants in most of the groups said gender bias was present in the recruiting process. In particular, 
participants noted that a lack of female recruiters and female-focused recruitment activities could 
discourage women from joining and that recruiters encouraged men and women to pursue different 
occupational specialties. Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were more likely 
than officers, to provide this response.  

b. Participants in some of the groups believed a lack of female recruiters and female-focused 
recruitment could discourage women from joining  

Participants in some of the groups felt a deficiency of female recruiters and female-focused recruiting 
activities could dissuade women from joining. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to 
provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the others. 

òThere are very few female recruiters out there. It may just be because of the number [of 

women in the military], but when you want to talk to women who have been in the 

military . . . . I am sought out [by a lot of female recruits] .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  
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òWell, if a potential recruit is not welcomed , or they feel like the marketing campaign is 

targeting a different segment [of the population] and they have no one to talk to, they 

might be dissuaded [from joining the military]. I donõt think the [Service] suffers from 

that . . . . I think the [ Service] is very inclusive.ó 

ñMale officer  

ò[The military is] a male-dominated organization. One, there are not that many female 

recruiters, so females in high school are less likely to go into the office and seek out 

recruiters if they donõt already know someone. Having more females é recruiting [and] 

showing that female presence would make an influence. [The lack of female recruiters is] 

probably a reason a lot of females donõt join.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òA recruiter is the first interaction anyone has with the [Service]. If a recruiter ignores a 

female and goes to a male, then you just lost someone. Females really want to join the 

[Service] from what Iõve experienced.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

c. Participants in some of the groups reported that recruiters encouraged men and women to pursue 
different occupational specialties  

The perception that recruiters were encouraging male and female Service members to pursue different 
occupational specialties was reported by participants in some of the groups. Women were more likely 
than men to provide this response, and this opinion was reported only by enlisted personnel.  

òMy first recruiter was [occupational specialty] also, but he didnõt put any of the females 

in [that occupational specialty]. He would [ass ign women to  be a ] linguist. So, if you were 

[a female], he would decide that those [linguist occupational specialties] were the [best] 

careers for them.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òIõm an equal opportunity leader. Iõve been in [Equal Opportunity] school. I know what 

[gender bias] looks like . . . . Some recruiters donõt care and want to build [the Service] the 

way they want to , and others are ignorant.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òWith my recruiter, they have quotas they have to meet. [The recruiters] need this amount 

of femal es and this amount of males. They will [focus on recruiting] females, but if itõs a job 

for a [combat occupational specialty] , they are not going to offer it to a female, they are 

going to offer it to a male. They pick and choose who they go after based on  who they 

think is going to make it [in a specific position].ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI definitely think [there is gender bias in] jobs for sure. . . . There was a female in our 

department program , and she was looking into [occupational specialty] and being a 

rescue swimmer, and [the recruiter told her], ôThatõs cool, but you should just switch into it 

later. Try [a different occupational specialty] instead. Itõs really cool.õó  

ñEnlisted man  
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d. Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias did not exist in the recruiting process 

Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias was not part of the recruiting process. This 
theme was reported only by men.  

òI was not a recruiter, but Iõve known quite a few. From what Iõve seen, none of them care 

about gender. They care about numbers. Male or female, [just] sign on the dotted 

line. . . .ó  

ñMale officer  

òNo, I donõt think [gender bias exists in the recruiting process]. . . . Everyone has equal 

opportunities. That is sold and believed.ó 

ñMale o fficer  

òI donõt think [gender bias exists in the recruiting process]. As a former recruiter as well, we 

are on a mission to recruit females. Itõs not saying they need to do this job, itõs that we 

need females. We donõt say we need ôthis manyõ females to do combat arms. I have 

seen recently  . . . they are asked if they want to do these [combat] roles. They are not 

recruited for combat first, but they get in and then they are asked if they want to do these 

[combat] roles. Big -picture speaking, there was never  anything about gender bias ñit 

was, ôHey, we need females. õó  

ñEnlisted man  

òIn my experience in [program that allows recruits to delay joining], the only females in my 

program all went [ into  the nuclear power field] , so I would say [there is no gender bias in 

the recruiting process] off my own experience. They were qualified. They scored better 

than I did ñmuch better ñand they were qualified for any job out there and chose to 

[work in the nuclear power field]. They end ed up with a great job.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

2. Participants had mixed perceptions about the presence of gender bias in Service 
recruitment materials and advertisements 

Participants reported mixed opinions about gender bias in Service recruitment materials and 
advertisements because even though participants in some of the groups reported that equal gender 
representation was improving in this area, participants in some of the groups reported that Service 
recruitment materials and advertisements still primarily featured men.  

a. Participants in some of the groups perceived that women were underrepresented in Service 
recruitment materials and advertisements  

Participants in some of the groups said women were not adequately represented in Service recruitment 
materials and advertisements such as television commercials and posters. Members of one Service were 
more likely than those of the other Services to provide this response.  

ò[The (Service )] has done a very good job, ahead of the other Services  . . . , but again , 

when you look at [Service -specific occupational specialty], itõs a bunch of tall White men , 

not a cross section of the military or American culture. You donõt see the female face 

there . . . .ó  

ñFemale officer  
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òI donõt remember seeing a poster with a female [ Service member]. Even that 

commercial out there [featuring a female Service member ] is pretty recent.ó 

ñMale officer  

òYou see . . . [Service] posters and videos advertising females. If they are there, [the 

women] are sitting behind a  desk. Iõm not a paper person. I would rather be out there 

building something. When portraying females , itõs, ôYou belong in an office behind a 

desk.õ There [are] males blowing things up . . . ; they are doing something awesome. [For 

women ],  itõs, ôOh, you  cook , and you belong behind a desk .õ They push that on 

commercials and posters. They donõt portray us as strong women.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òThere are still [females represented] few and far between on the [Service] commercials , 

[but g ender representation is  better] than 10 years ago.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

b. Participants in some of the groups reported that the equal representation of men and women in 
Service recruitment materials and advertisements has improved  

Participants in some of the groups perceived that the representation of men and women in Service 
recruitment materials and advertisements has become more equal over time. Women were more likely 
than men, and officers were more likely than enlisted personnel, to provide this response.  

òIõve seen significant improvements. I entered the Academy in ô04. I was blown away by 

the most recent [Service] commercial with a female.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òThere are a few [recruitment posters featuring a female Service member ], but when I 

was younger , there [werenõt] a lot.ó 

ñMale officer  

òThere was a . . . commercial this year  . . . ; female [ Service member], blonde, pretty, out 

there on a tail gun out of an aircraft. It shook peopleõs world on Twitter and Instagram. 

They wanted to know who this woman w as! We have [great] females . . . . We donõt just sit 

here and sign paperwork. They nailed it finally! A female was in the commercial doing 

something in the commercial. There was no other guy in the scene ñit was just her! It was 

so cool!ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òOn the new commercials, there are brand new ones that have a male and female in 

combat roles. Itõs gone away from being gender bias, and now itõs both males and 

females . . . . I just saw this new commercial this morning. Itõs the perception of what the 

public sees us as, different than what weõve put out in the past.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

F. Presence and Impact of Gender Bias in the Military 

DACOWITS also asked focus group participants whether they believed gender bias existed in the military 
as a whole, outside of the recruitment process. Participants perceived the presence of gender bias in the 
military for a variety of reasons.  
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1. Participants in nearly all the groups reported that gender bias existed in the military  

Participants in nearly all the groups reported that gender bias was present in the military in a variety of 
ways, including the perceptions that women received special treatment and that they could not meet 
the physical requirements associated with some occupational specialties. Women were more likely than 
men to provide this response.  

a. Participants in some of the groups highlighted a perception that women received special 
treatment in the military  

Participants in some of the groups said women received special treatment compared with men in the 
military. Enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers to provide this response.  

òWith the gender bias . . . , from what Iõve seen in my chain of command and leadership, I 

personally think [the bias is]  reversed toward men , as if our leadership is trying to show 

theyõre not biased [toward] women. Women get to go to courses and classes [that] guys 

like me are on wai ting lists for. When we ask why that happens, weõre shot down and told 

to wait your turn.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òI would say there isnõt . . . unfair treatment  [toward women] . . . . Where we are 

predominantly male [as a Service], people are afraid to [be as harsh  to a female ],  and 

people will think they are not being fair. People may think being harsh on a female is 

jeopardizing their career. I saw this in school. When you are carrying your rucksack over 

your head , and a male dropped it , they would get on them , bu t if a female did , [they 

would not] .ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òIõve seen favoritism. For example, if we are loading ammo crates off the back of the 

truck, Iõve seen guys [offer to carry them for female Service member s]. . . . Iõm a 

functioning human being too . I can  load them off.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òIf a female [Service member ] says, ôIõm a meritorious . . .õ anything, [the response is], 

ôHmmm, I wonder why.õ If there was a female [Service member ] on a [promotion  board 

with other Service member s, people ] say that [th e female Service member ] automatically 

got it [because  of gender ]. . . . People say , ôWho did you have to sleep with? What did 

you have to do to get that?õó 

ñEnlisted woman  

b. Participants in some of the groups highlighted a perception that women could not meet the 
physical requirements associated with certain occupational specialties  

Participants in some of the groups reported perceptions within their Services that women could not 
meet the physical requirements associated with certain occupational specialties. Women were more 
likely than men, and enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide this response.  
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òI came in at a time where more and more females were joining, and in male-dominated 

[occupational specialties] . So, me being an [ occupational special ist], I had to adjust to 

how males did things with maintenance . . . . There was playful taunting of, ôYou canõt lift 

this or do that.õ [The female Service members] had to have discussions with them, like ôWe 

arenõt helpless.õó  

ñEnlisted woman  

ò[In the command ], we only had 20 or so females, and the dichotomy was weird with 

males. They either wanted to be your dad or were mad that you were there because 

[they felt we were taking their jobs]. . . . T hey were like, ôHey, let me help you because you 

canõt do this,õ or they were mad.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òIn our last unit . . . , we had a female who checked in. You are supposed to acclimatize 

before you run the first physical fitness test (PFT) . [The unit leader] said , ôTake her out and 

run that PFT because I donõt think she can pass it. . . .õ She wasnõt fat, just a female 

[Service member]. When she came back [from completing the PFT , the unit leader] was 

asking if she passed. She said , ôYeah, I did [fulfill that requirement] ,õ and he was shocked 

she could even do [that part of the PFT] . If it was a male , they would have given him 30 

days to acclimatize, told him to take this time .ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òAt least from my experience in my career field, yes. Iõve had many supervisors that, when 

youõve had a female [Service member] show up, we go out to the field  . . . ; some of our 

guns are 40 pounds , and the ammunition is 40 pounds. With all your gear , that is 80 -plus 

pounds. Some of the leaders in the field say , ó[What ] am I going to do w ith [the female 

Service member ]?ó and all the males see that and follow the trend. That is actually why 

my wife separated [from the military] . . . . All of my female troops have . . . separated  [or]  

had lots of emotional issues  . . . ; one actually took he r life. Itõs really bad in certain career 

fields.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

c. Participants offered other examples of gender bias in the military 

Participants reported other examples of gender bias in the military; these included the following: 

} Women were more frequently perceived as the caregiver in dual-military families. 

} Women were more likely than men to be labeled with derogatory terms. 

} Women were afforded less respect than men. 

} Women had to work harder for promotions than men. 

2. Participants in all the groups reported that gender bias was more prominent in certain 
occupational specialties  

DACOWITS next asked participants if gender bias was more of an issue in particular occupational 
specialties. Although participants in nearly all the groups believed gender bias existed in the military as a 
whole (as reported earlier in this section), participants in all the groups reported that gender bias was 
more prominent in some occupational specialties than others, including those that had just opened to 
women.  
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a. Participants in most of the groups reported that gender bias was greater in occupational 
specialties that recently became available to women 

Participants in most of the groups perceived gender bias was more evident in occupational specialties 
that were recently opened to women. Officers were more likely than enlisted personnel, and men were 
much more likely than women, to provide this response.  

òThereõs two very different subcultures. Combat arms [(occupational specialties ) have a ] 

different [typ e] of folks than the other [occupational specialties]. We have a lot in 

common in our [overarching military] culture , but subcultures are there. In combat arms , 

they have recently been [gender] integrated  . . . ; youõll find more bias there, more so 

than o ther [occupational specialties] , where it is probably all but eliminated, at least from 

my experience . . . . I might not see it because Iõm a male, but there isnõt much if at all in 

most [occupational specialties] .ó  

ñMale officer  

òSome communities  . . . are only just now letting women in and letting them serve. Iõd 

imagine thereõs a cultural shift going on in [those communities]. They are just now letting 

women into [those communities], whereas before it was an all -male club.ó 

ñMale offi cer  

òIõm in admin[istration] , so I see a lot of women, but in some [occupational specialties] 

that just opened to women , you have male [ Service members] that have been there for 

20 years without women , and thatõs uncomfortable.ó 

ñMale officer  

òEverything is opening up, especially in combat [occupational specialties]. Are there 

women who can outperform men? Absolutely. But that is the exception to the rule. That 

bias is still there.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

b. Participants offered other examples of gender bias that were more prominent in certain 
occupational specialties 

Participants provided other examples of gender bias that occurred more frequently in certain 
occupational specialties; these included the following: 

} The perception that women could not be successful in occupational specialties with a high level 
of physical requirements 

} The perception that pregnancy had a greater ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ƘŜǊ Ƨƻō ƛƴ 
some occupational specialties 

} The perception that women were more likely than men to be promoted in some occupational 
specialties 

3. Participants reported mixed feelings on whether gender bias affected mission 
readiness 

DACOWITS also asked participants how gender bias might affect mission readiness. Participants offered 
mixed opinions on the issue. Some participants felt a womanΩǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ affect 
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mission readiness, a perception exacerbated by a lack of trust in ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳ ƘŜǊ Ƨƻō 
within a unit; others felt gender bias did not affect mission readiness.  

a. Participants in some of the groups perceived that women who become pregnant could be a 
detriment to mission readiness  

Participants in some of the groups reported perceptions within their Services that women who become 
pregnant could jeopardize mission readiness because they may be unable to fulfill their job duties. 
Participants from one Service were more likely than those of the other Services to report this, and 
women were much more likely than men to provide this response.  

òWe have certain unit-type codes that we have to meet in certain aircraft and crew to 

go out the door. If you are  . . . pregnant, you cannot fill that role. You are a number on 

the books that cannot fill that requirement. If a ll the females get pregnant at the same 

time , you are not going to be able to meet your mission readiness. [However, the] 

chances of that are unlikely.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òIf you get pregnant, youõre not fully medically ready. Youõre not available for certain 

trainings or opportunities. If you hold certain platforms, you canõt fulfill certain roles.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òIf you deploy, and you happen to be pregnant , then you are sent home or denied 

deployment. Iõve seen that a couple of times. In terms of readiness, sometimes [it can be 

difficult] to backfill that position.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òWhen I got pregnant, I [had been]  trying to get pregnant for a long time , and I couldnõt. 

I got pregnant right before I was supposed to deploy , so I got taken off of deploymen t. 

Me starting my family was a burden [on] my unit.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

b. Participants in half of the male groups reported that a peerȭs lack of trust in the ability of female 
Service members to perform their jobs could affect mission readiness 

Participants in half of the male groups reported that if a unit member does not trust the ability of a 
female colleague to perform her job, it could affect ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘΩǎ mission readiness. This theme was 
reported only by men.  

òIt breaks down the unit. When youõre working on a [unit] , the duties you have assigned, 

you need to trust one another. Without that trust, you degrade the [unit] , and they canõt 

complete the mission.ó  

ñMale officer  

ò[Itõs] another distraction . . . . If you have a [group] of people and preconceived notions 

of their capabilities as individuals , you are not focusing on the mission. Gender bias is the 

same thing, maybe in a higher , more general way.ó 

ñMale officer  
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òéThe females I work with, they have trouble being able to shut a HMMV (High Mobility 

Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle ) door . . . . Weõre more combat oriented, so when we have 

to imagine a threat , and I take shots to the chest and am immobilized, how are those 

females going to drag me to safety  if openin g a HMMV  door is very hard ? I donõt feel safe 

around them , but  if they are able to drag me, then I have no problem with it.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òIf you have a female capable of doing a jobñ[combat occupational specialty] for 

example ñif there is a female with s uper -high shooting skills, and there is a gender bias, 

and there is a male [ Service member] who doesnõt shoot as well, theyõre not going to put 

the woman in the good squad. Theyõre going to put the other guy there, but then theyõre 

risking the mission effe ctiveness. That can go with any job. If theyõre not going to put the 

most qualified person in for a job, they could be putting in a weaker link , which affects the 

mission.ó 

ñMale officer  

c. Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias had no effect on mission readiness  

Participants in some of the groups perceived that gender bias did not affect mission readiness. Men 
were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide 
this response.  

òIn my field, gender bias doesnõt happenñitõs performance bias . . . . Itõs my job to make 

sure my commanders and guys on the ground can talk to the pilots in the air as they are 

doing operations . . . . You need to get communications up within 72 hours . If you can õt do 

itñmale or female ñyou are not part of the mission. I donõt think its gender bias. Itõs a 

matter of how some people have more drive to learn the job . . . . I have seen [expletive] 

radio operators that are female and terrible ones that are male. Itõs not gender bias ; itõs 

how people do the job.ó  

ñMale officer  

òWe are beyond gender biases. If you can do your job and do it well, nobody will say 

anything about it. If they do, they will get a swift kick from the commander in the room 

and not be asked to co ntinue to serve. We are too small of a force being asked to do a 

lot , and we donõt have the tolerance for [gender bias] right now. The people in charge 

arenõt putting up with it. . . . We have too much to get done.ó 

ñMale officer  

òIn the field Iõm in, we l ook at the big picture. I have a female [ Service member] that 

came in with a bag of issues, but we worked with her , and sheõs now far exceeding the 

male [ Service members] she came in with.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI donõt know of any gender bias that affects readiness.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

G. Perceptions on Gender-Neutral Language and Title Changes 

Prior to asking questions about changes to achieve gender-neutral language in the military, DACOWITS 
informed participants that some Services have begun updating language in various Service manuals and 



 

Insight  2019 Focus Group Report: Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) 36 

documents to be gender neutral in a variety of ways, including by changing the word άheέ to the phrase 
έƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜΦέ 

1. Participants reported mixed feelings about changes to make language in Service 
manuals and documents gender neutral 

DACOWITS asked participants about gender-neutral language changes, such as changing language from 
άƘŜέ ǘƻ άƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜέ ƛƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎΦ Participants had mixed feelings on the topic, 
reporting negative, positive, and indifferent perspectives on the language changes. 

a. Participants in most of the groups reported negative feelings about changes to make language 
gender neutral in Service manuals and documents  

Participants in most of the groups expressed negative responses about changes to make language 
gender neutral in Service documents and cited a variety of reasons that included the superficial nature 
of such a remedy to the issue of gender bias. Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel 
were more likely than officers, to provide this response. 

b. Participants in most of the groups perceived changes to make language gender neutral as a 
superficial solution to the issue of gender bias  

Participants in most of the groups perceived changes to make language in Service documents gender 
neutral, ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ άƘŜέ ǘƻ έƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜΣέ as an inconsequential step to address the issue of 
gender bias. Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were more likely than officers, 
to provide this response.  

ò. . . Iõd rather be treated equally than have the documents say the right thing.ó  

ñFemale officer  

ò. . . If [a Service document] says a [Service member  is to do something] , then a [ Service 

membe r] will do [it]. Thatõs it. The people making the changes notice [the language]  

more than [ Service members] do.ó 

ñMale officer  

òPersonally, to me, the word ôheõ or ôsheõ doesnõt matter. It doesnõt have to say ôsheõ to 

know that I am included in that as wel l. I donõt think that it changes anything.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI think [gender-neutral language changes are] generally a waste of time. I think youõre 

being too sensitive if youõre upset by that. There are [more important]  changes that need 

to be made , so w hen you see these kinds of changes being made this quickly, it can be 

frustrating.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

c. Participants in some of the groups perceived that changes to make language gender neutral 
would draw unnecessary attention to the differences between male and female Service members 

Participants in some of the groups said that changing the language in Service documents to be gender 
neutral would unnecessarily highlight the differences between male and female Service members. 
Members of one Service versus the others were more likely to provide this response.  
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òChanges in language are important. They are subtle , but they get ingrained in you. 

[However ],  it bothers me when people try to be inclusive [by saying] , ôGuysñoh, and 

gals.õ They just draw attention to [the difference s between men and women]. Inclusive 

language will be good  . . . , but drawing the extra attention is a step backwards.ó  

ñFemale off icer  

òõHe and she õ [language changes] kind of highlights [the difference s between men and 

women] and makes it stick out more . . . . It should just say  [Service member] instead of 

focusing on ôheõ or ôshe.õó 

ñEnlisted man  

òNow itõs going to be a made-fun -of thing instead of it being a positive or not being so 

gender bias ed. It could make things worse, or it wonõt change [anything] .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òWhat I hear frequently is that women ask for special treatment. [With] verbiage 

[changes] like that , some c an say that  . . . [women] are just complaining about special 

treatment, itõs not [actually] about changing verbiage. You canõt change the programñ

you change the people. The people have the bias.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

d. Participants in most of the groups reported positive feelings about changes to make language 
gender neutral in Service manuals and documents  

Participants in most of the groups also reported positive perspectives on changes to make language 
gender neutral in Service manuals and documents, such as that these changes are a positive step toward 
addressing gender bias. 

òI donõt see an issue with that. [In school], you had to say ôheõ or ôshe.õó 

ñEnlisted man  

òTo me, [gender-neutral language change s] brings us in line with the civilian world. When I 

was in high school, you couldnõt use ôheõ to mean the whole spectrum of genders.ó 

ñMale officer  

òItõs a no brainer. If someone is going to feel alienated over one word, just change it.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òItõs fair, I guess. Itõs not just he and she, but that also supports a transgender person, so itõs 

appropriate to say that.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

e. Participants in some of the groups reported feeling indifferent to the changes to make language 
gender neutral  

Participants in some of the groups said they felt neither negative nor positive about changes to make 
language gender neutral in Service documents. Men were more likely than women, and enlisted 
personnel were much more likely than officers, to provide this response, as were members of one 
Service versus the others. 
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ò[Gender -neutral language changes will have] no real effect. I donõt think it changes 

anything. Itõs still the same, just ôhe or she.õ I donõt see it as a negative or positive. Itõs still 

the same.ó  

ñMale officer  

òI donõt really care if it says ôheõ or ôshe.õ Iõve been in [the Service for] 10 years. For 

example, [participant] has kept saying  ôguys,õ but I donõt know if you only work with guys.ó 

ñFemale officer  

òDoesnõt affect us because we never read into it. . . . We didnõt notice it. . . . When I see 

ôman,õ Iõm thinking of human, not male. . . . Thatõs probably ignorant on our part because 

we are males , and it didnõt affect us. It could have been an issue for women , but we 

didnõt know it.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

ò[Gender-neutral language changes donõt] affect our day-to -day life in any shape or 

form.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

H. Impact of Changes to Make Language Gender Neutral  

DACOWITS asked participants about the potential impacts of gender-neutral language and position title 
changes in a variety of areas, including recruitment and attracting women to pursue occupational 
specialties historically viewed as male oriented. 

1. Participants reported mixed opinions on whether changes to make position titles 
gender neutral would affect recruitment  

DACOWITS asked participants whether changes to make Service position titles such as airman, seaman, 
and infantryman gender neutral would have an effect on recruitment. Participants expressed mixed 
feelings in response: most of the groups said these changes would negatively influence recruitment, half 
said the changes would positively influence recruitment, and some said the changes would not affect 
recruitment.  

a. Participants in most of the groups perceived that  changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would negatively affect recruitment  

Participants in most of the groups said that changing position titles to make them gender neutral would 
have an adverse effect on recruitment. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers to provide this 
response.  

ò[Making] terms that include men [gender neutral], you might actually lose some 

retention from [potential recruits  with] a long family history that feel like [the military is] 

going away from the traditional .ó  

ñMale officer  

òMaybe a small percentage [of recruits would be negatively affected ], but I feel like if 

you are [concerned about that] , then this is not the pla ce for you .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  
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òThere are some  . . . traditions that make us want to join. There are some things that 

shouldnõt change because of tradition and the meaning behind them.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

b. Participants in some of the groups perceived that changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would negatively affect the tradition associated with the Services  

Participants in some of the groups said that changing position titles to make them gender neutral would 
adversely affect Service tradition. Women were more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were 
more likely than officers, to provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the others.  

òWe come in knowing what [the position terminology is] called, and itõs tradition. I donõt 

find it degrading.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òWhen the [Service] tried to change the positions to numbers, I was against it. Some of 

the newer Service members were okay with it , but I liked the tradition. The oldest rank in 

the [Service] should never change. The more traditional things shouldnõt change.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI see it as a heritage. The Airman, seaman, [ Service member ], it is a word that isnõt 

supposed to be gen der specific.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òAt the end of the day, itõs going to [be] the same job, but it is going to take away the 

brotherhood or sisterhood. Itõs what has been known throughout . . . our history. To 

change the name is a statement that goes beyond w hat is necessary for the Service.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

c. Participants in half of the groups perceived that changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would positively affect recruitment  

Participants in half of the groups said that changing position titles to make them gender neutral would 
aid recruitment for a variety of reasons, such as that it would make the military appear more inclusive to 
recruits. Men were more likely than women, and officers were more likely than enlisted personnel, to 
provide this response.  

òI think itõs going to be [a while], but being more inclusive will make [joining] more of an 

option for some people.ó  

ñMale officer  

òYou do it with officers; you say sir or maõam. Why not [use female -specific occupational 

term s], like [we use male -specific occupational term s]? Might make [women]  feel more 

prone to [taking those positions] .ó 

ñMale officer  

òYou could just as easily say [female -specific occupational term]  or [female -specific 

occupational term] . I think people who wan t to hear [male -specific occupational term]  

or [male -specific occupational term]  are stuck in their old ways.ó 

ñEnlisted man  
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òIt would be nice if it was an [male -specific occupational term]  or an [female -specific 

occupational term] . When someone thinks of a [Service member] , they donõt think of 

male or female , so we are a long way away from [not having gender bias].ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

d. Participants in half of the groups perceived that  changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would have no impact on recruitment  

Participants in half of the groups said that changing position titles to make them gender neutral would 
not affect recruitment. Men were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were more likely 
than officers, to provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the others.  

òI donõt think [gender-neutral position title changes are] going to have an effect [on 

recruitment]. We say Service men and women, overarching. When someone is in the 

Service ñseaman or a irmenñthat is an overarching title versus gender specific.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òThey donõt know what [the position terminology is] at recruitment anyway; they donõt 

care.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI donõt think [gender-neutral position title changes] would change anything [for 

recruitment].ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òThe majority of us donõt care about [gender-neutral position title changes]. Ninety -nine -

point -nine percent of people in the [Service]  . . . donõt care. Itõs a matter of they were sold 

on the pride of belonging and joining the [Service] for the spirit of [ the Service].ó 

ñEnlisted man  

2. Participants reported mixed perceptions on whether changes to make position titles 
gender neutral would attract women to occupational specialties historically viewed as 
male oriented 

DACOWITS also asked participants if changing position titles to make them gender neutral would draw 
women to occupations historically viewed as male dominated. Participants expressed mixed feelings in 
response: most of the groups said the changes would not affect whether women were drawn to such 
positions, whereas some said the changes would encourage women to fill such roles.  

a. Participants in most of the groups perceived that changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would have no impact on attracting women to positions perceived as male oriented 

Participants from most of the groups said that changing position titles to make them gender neutral 
would not affect whether women were drawn to such positions.  

òI donõt think it would make a difference. You know youõre pursuing a male-dominated 

field anyway. I donõt think it would make a difference.ó  

ñFemale officer  



 

Insight  2019 Focus Group Report: Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) 41 

òAt [officer training school], we talk to recruiters a lot of times to see if there are any issues. 

[Attracting women to positions perceived as male  oriented] never came up as an issue 

for them. The biggest thing for the recruiter side is physical fitness . . . . We tend to kick out 

more females because they canõt pass the [physical fitness test].ó 

ñMale officer  

òI think for the most part, women that are interested in male career fields donõt give any 

weight  to  the title. They are looking at it because it is something they want to do , an d the 

title doesnõt really matter.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òI donõt think changing the [position title] is going to change the job. They either want to 

do it , or they wonõt.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

b. Participants in some of the groups perceived that changes to make position titles gender neutral 
would have a positive impact on attracting women to positions perceived as male oriented  

Participants in some of the groups said that changes to make position titles gender neutral would 
encourage women to fill such roles. Officers were more likely than enlisted personnel, and men were 
much more likely than women, to provide this response.  

òI can see the benefit of changing [the titles to be gender  neutral because they were ] 

created in the day when it was more male dominated.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òImage is a big piece of [attracting women to occupations perceived as male oriented]. 

The more you normalize [the positions] , the more you will see more females come in.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI would think [position titles] wouldnõt outright detract women, but I think [gender-neutral 

position titles are] one step towards removing unconscious bias in the English language.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI think there would be a difference slowly [to attracting women to positions perceived as 

male oriented].ó  

ñEnlisted man  

I. Leadership Response to Gender Bias 

DACOWITS asked participants whether Service leadership was doing enough to address gender bias and 
whether their Services offered any initiatives or trainings focused on gender bias. 

1. Participants reported mixed opinions on whether Service leadership was doing enough 
to address gender bias 

DACOWITS asked participants if Service leadership was doing enough to address gender bias. 
Participants reported mixed feelings on the issue: most of the groups reported Service leadership was 
making an adequate effort to deal with gender bias, whereas some reported leadership was not doing 
enough in this area.  
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a. Participants in most of the groups reported Service leadership was doing enough to address 
gender bias 

Participants in most of the groups said Service leadership was making an adequate effort to address 
gender bias. For example, participants reported perceptions that unit leadership has worked to address 
gender bias, that the issue of gender bias has declined over time, and that gender bias existed at the 
unit level rather than the Service level. Men were more likely than women to report that Service 
leadership was doing enough to address gender bias. 

b. Participants in some of the groups reported that unit leadership was making an effort to address 
gender bias  

Participants in some of the groups reported that unit leadership was working to address gender bias.  

òMy current [c ommanding officer] met with all of us [female Service member s] and had a 

heartfelt conversation with us. At the time, I wasnõt trusting that it was sincere, but I do 

believe it now.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òOur [c ommanding officer] has a leadership statement that talks abo ut equal opportunity 

for everyone to see. We also have one from higher leadership.ó 

ñMale officer  

òMy unit is predominately male, [as is] our career field. Our senior leadership has done 

some small focus groups to dig at the bias issues and how we can bett er take care of  . . . 

those at a senior level to see if there are differences between the female and male 

[Service members]. We . . . actually sat down and did some focus groups to see how we 

can address the inequity and the [in] dignity that is directed at males and females. That 

was not mandated to us by the [Service] ; that was because we were aware of some of 

the incidents that happened to our female [ Service members] that were coming on. That 

was a unit thing, but not [mandated].ó  

ñEnlisted w oman  

òJust when they started telling us [about gender bias] was when the females came. My 

other chain of commandõs take was, ô. . . Itõs going to work because weõre going to 

[expletive] make it work. õó  

ñEnlisted man  

c. Participants in some of the groups reported that the issue of gender bias has diminished over time  

Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias has become less of an issue. This opinion 
was reported only by men and much more frequently by enlisted personnel than officers.  

òI donõt think [gender bias is] as glaring of an issue as it once was. I donõt think thereõs a 

need for us to be hammered with the ôeveryone is equal.õ I donõt think itõs an 

institutionalized issue. Itõs always a one-off situation.ó  

ñMale officer  

òI personally donõt think I see [gender bias] all that much, so whatever we are doing, I 

think we are doing it right.ó 

ñEnlisted man  
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ò. . . Now the process is there, the terminology is there , and itõs put into training. The 

downside is that you have people th at are so used to society and that culture. It will take 

time to have the mindset change. It takes a generation to change a whole mindset of 

how things work. People who are set in their way, eventually , they will be gone. A new 

generation will come instead  of the stubborn old timers.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òIt feels like itõs up to us because weõre so close to it, but go back in time 20 years. This is 

the same type of stuff that was brought up then , and it was pushed. If we fast forward 20 

years from now, [issues of gender bias] will be off the table. But if itõs not pushed now, then 

it wonõt work.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

d. Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias was localized to specific units  

Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias was a problem for only certain units rather 
than at the Service level. Men were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were more likely 
than officers, to provide this response.  

òI think [Service leadership is] doing all they can do. There is only so much you can do 

from the echelons above , really. Itõs a localized, one-of -a -kind thing to make a real 

impact. Does your shop have an appropriate nonbiased culture? The one next door may  

be very biased. There is very little command, much less [Service -level] leadership, can do 

about that other than supporting regulations and stuff.ó  

ñMale officer  

òThe majority of us in the room have done [equal opportunity] training year after year. Itõs 

in the individual shop ñif you are actually following it. We get an email from the 

commander  [to]  go do this training,  [and]  okay , you get it done. The only thing from up 

high is you will do this training. Itõs from the lower level that [Service members] c an do 

anything about it.ó 

ñMale officer  

ò[Service leadership] is doing the best they can, but those who are actually 

[implementing] the change  [at the unit level]  . . . , they have no idea.  . . . In a [unit] of 64, I 

have 2 men who will stand up and say something [about gender bias]. Until [the efforts to 

address gender bias] get all the way up [to]  the senior enlisted advisor, it is not going to 

change.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

e. Participants in some of the groups reported that Service leadership was not doing enough to 
address gender bias 

Participants in some of the groups reported Service leadership was not making enough of an effort to 
address gender bias; for example, there was no enforcement of ongoing training focused on addressing 
gender bias. Women were much more likely than men, and enlisted personnel were much more likely 
than officers, to provide this response.  
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òYou can go to training, but there is no enforcement. We go to so many trainings, and 

they say, õ[Gender bias] is not appropriate, õ but if we donõt have the reinforcement from 

the top down . . . . You can give us all the training you want, but if we donõt have senior 

leadership [reinforcing it]  . . . , training is not going to be enough. ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

òI think it has to do with the mindset  [of] a ll the same people that come in and say,  ôDonõt 

treat them different because they are a female õ when they go into the office  . . . ; those 

things still exist. I think itõs a training thing from when you first get [into the mi litary]. But the 

people who are higher up still need to be trained too. I donõt know if they realize that they 

are doing it.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òAs far as other commands go, they donõt focus on [gender bias], especially when 

leaders prioritize males. If eve ryone [else] in a command is a male , and youõre in a 

predicament, you canõt be ôthat female who complains.õ I canõt complain, or theyõll see 

me as weak. Iõll be judged about it.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

2. Participants in most of the groups cited the Equal Opportunity program as the primary 
source of training for addressing issues related to gender bias 

DACOWITS also asked participants if their Services provided any trainings or initiatives to address gender 
bias. Participants in most of the groups reported that the main source of training focused on issues of 
gender bias was the Equal Opportunity (EO) program. Enlisted personnel were more likely than officers 
to provide this response.  

òEO training is the biggest [training to address gender bias]. Required EO training covers 

most of those topics.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òWe have refresher EO trainingñnot specifically taught , but resources are there . . . . If you 

think you [are experiencing gender bias issues] , you go to EO.ó 

ñMale officer  

òThe only thing I have heard of is that if you get in trouble with EO, then they come and 

give you classes.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òWithin the EO program, [gender bias] has definitely been a part of the training.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

3. Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias was not addressed 
through any Service trainings or initiatives  

Participants in some of the groups reported that gender bias was not addressed through any trainings or 
initiatives offered by their Services. Men were more likely than women, and enlisted personnel were 
much more likely than officers, to provide this response.  
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òGender bias isnõt usually an issue in the [Service], so we donõt have to push it.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òCommanders [put out] policy letters about not discriminating [by] race or sex. The 

information is out there. As far as  [computer -based trainings] on gender bias , it doesnõt 

exist.ó 

ñMale officer  

òI havenõt seen any trainings address gender bias or women initiatives.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òThere is no gender-specific or bias training that Iõm aware of.ó  

ñEnlisted man  

J. Recommendations to Address Gender Bias 

DACOWITS also asked participants for personal recommendations on how Service or unit leadership 
could address gender bias. Participants offered a variety of suggestions, including the implementation of 
gender-neutral physical fitness standards and fostering unit environments where Service members felt 
comfortable addressing gender-related issues.  

1. Participants in some of the groups recommended implementing a gender-neutral 
physical fitness standard 

Participants in some of the groups proposed implementing a gender-neutral physical fitness standard. 
Only enlisted personnel offered this recommendation, and men were much more likely than women to 
provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the others.  

òI am a realist. I agree that anyone who is in the Service on the battlefield should be held 

to the same standards. If ôSergeant Scruffyõ is a cook, and ôSergeant  Joeõ is an 

[occupational special ist], they need to be able to do the same thing if they get stuck in 

the same fight. If they canõt do it, then they shouldnõt have joined [the military].ó  

ñEnlisted man  

òI got told by a female [Service member], ôI donõt know why men donõt max out their 

[Physical Readiness Test].õ I asked how many pushups she had to do, and she said ô19.õ 

We have to do 50. If thatõs the standard, then set that for everyone. This is what it takes to 

be in the [Service]. Just do it.ó 

ñEnlisted man  

òWe need to push for not just female empowerment but also female improvement. If they 

want us  to be equal and feel equal, then they have to push the same standard for 

everybody.ó 

ñEnlisted woman  

ò. . . Why [is a woman allowed to complete her]  run in 13 minutes  [instead of the time 

allowed for men] ? Why does it matter? I think everyone would be so happy [if we 

implemented a gender -neutral physical fitness standard].ó  

ñEnlisted man  
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2. Participants in some of the groups recommended fostering unit environments where 
Service members felt comfortable addressing gender-related issues  

Participants in some of the groups suggested encouraging unit environments that allowed Service 
members to feel comfortable addressing gender-related issues. Women were much more likely than 
men to provide this response, as were members of one Service versus the others. 

òThe deciding factor is comfort to report. I filed my first  [sexual harassment and assault 

response program] report at this duty station. I could have filed first at [my]  old company 

but did not. The command climate there was not comfortable. Here you feel 

comfor table. If you canõt report it, the culture persists.ó  

ñFemale officer  

òWe need to support the culture of men being comfortable calling someone on the 

carpet . . . . I see formal avenues every  day , but itõs more effective to stop a male in his 

tracks and te ll him to stop acting like a child. [We need to be] m ore confrontational. 

Weõre not; we are people that stand by, donõt address anything. We need to work on 

that at a personal level as well.ó 

ñFemale officer  

ò. . . Leaders need to step in and correct [gend er bias]  on the spot. I see a lot of leaders 

that donõt correct it on the spot. If I see some of the guys doing [an activity  but not 

allowing a woman to participate ], I stop and say right then and there , [tell them] that 

they should let her do [the activity] .ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

òMake it more comfortable to talk about, like sexual assault and stuff. The [Service] makes 

things seem so uncomfortable to talk about when theyõre really not.ó  

ñEnlisted woman  

3. Participants offered other recommendations for addressing gender bias in the military 

Participants shared other suggestions for addressing gender bias at the Service and unit leadership 
levels; these included the following: 

} Clearly communicate expectations regarding gender bias from leadership. 

} Focus efforts on addressing gender bias in occupational specialties recently opened to women. 

} Reduce the number of trainings required of Service members. 

} Increase the number of female drill instructors. 

} Consistently implement consequences for bad behavior by leadership. 
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Chapter 3. Pregnancy and Parenthood 

ACOWITS has been studying issues related to pregnancy and parenthood for more than 20 years. 
The Committee recognizes that these are issues of vital importance ǘƻ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-being and 

success in the military Services. To build on its study of career and family planning issues conducted for 
the 2018 focus group report and its study of child care experiences conducted for the 2017 focus group 
report, DACOWITS explored Service membersΩ perceptions and experiences related to pregnancy, 
maternity uniforms, breastfeeding and lactation support, postdeployment reintegration for parents, and 
the marketing of child care options.  

The Committee conducted 16 focus groups with both enlisted personnel (E4ςE8) and officers (O3ς
O5/W1ςW5) on the topic of pregnancy and parenthood (see Appendix C.2 for the focus group protocol). 
This chapter discusses the focus group findings on pregnancy and parenthood and is organized into the 
following sections:  

} tŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ 

} Experience with pregnancy during military service 

} Maternity uniforms 

} Breastfeeding and lactation support 

} Postdeployment family reintegration 

} Child care marketing and awareness of child care options 

When interpreting the findings outlined in this chapter, it is important to consider that these focus 
groups consisted of individuals with a range of family backgrounds and experiences that included single, 
married, and divorced Service members; some participants had children, and some did not. All 
pregnancy and parenthood questions were asked of both male and female groups.  

A. Perceived Difficulty of (ÁÖÉÎÇ Á &ÁÍÉÌÙ ÁÎÄ !ÄÖÁÎÃÉÎÇ /ÎÅȭÓ #ÁÒÅÅÒ 

In 2018 the Committee found gender and rank differences among Service members regarding the 
perceived ease or difficulty of having a family and continuing to advance their careers in the military. 
Using the mini-survey questionnaire, DACOWITS asked the same question in 2019. Participants could 
select from the response options of very easy, somewhat easy, somewhat difficult, or very difficult. 
Although many participants from all demographic groups felt that having a family and progressing in 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ was somewhat or very difficult, women were more likely than men, and enlisted 
personnel and junior officers were more likely than senior officers, to feel this way (see Figure 3.1).  

D 
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Figure 3.1. Proportion of Participants by Gender and Rank Who Found Planning a Family and 
!ŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ hƴŜΩǎ aƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ /ŀǊŜŜǊ {ƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ƻǊ ±ŜǊȅ 5ƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ 

 

Source: DACOWITS mini-survey  

B. Experience With Pregnancy During Military Service 

The Committee was interested in the experiences of pregnant servicewomen and asked participants 
several questions about their experiences and/or perceptions of pregnancy during military service. 
During the focus group, DACOWITS asked participants to indicate how many had been pregnant or had 
known someone who was pregnant during their military service. Hand-count data revealed that the 
majority (9 out of 10) either had been or had known someone who was pregnant during their military 
service (see Figure 3.2). 

Figure 3.2. Proportion of Participants Who Had Been or Had Known Someone Who Was Pregnant 
During Their Military Service 

 
Source: Focus group transcripts  

1. Participants described a variety of challenges pregnant servicewomen could encounter 

DACOWITS asked focus group participants about the challenges pregnant servicewomen faced and how 
ŀ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ unit was affected when she became pregnant. Participants described several 
challenges that negatively affected pregnant servicewomen and their units. Although most of the groups 
described how pregnancy had an adverse impact on the unit, some of the groups reported that there 
was little to no effect on the unit.  

  
























































































































































































